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ABSTRACT

This report reviews regearch on the effects of
between- and within-class ability grouping on the achievement of
elementary school students. The review teéchnique, known as
vpest-evidence synthesis," combines features of meta-analytic and
e narrative reviews. Overall, evidence does not support assignment of
s students to self-contained classes according to ability, but grouping
- plans involving cross-grade assignment for selected subjects can
increase student achieveément. Résearch particularly supperts the
Joplin Plan, crofe-grade ability grouing for reading only, 'and forms
ks of nongraded programs involving multiple groupings for different
i subjects. Within-class ability grouping in mathematics is also found
i t¢ be instructionally effective. Ability grouping is held to be
i' maximally effective: (1) when it is done only for one or two
' subjects, with students remaining in heterogeneous classes most of
the day; (2) wnen it greatly reduces student heterogeneity in a
specific skill; (3) when group assignments are frequently reassessed;
and (4) when teachers vary the level and pace of instruction
according to students! needs. (An l8-page reference list is
appended) . (Author/RH)
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mentary and middle schools can-foster ‘growth in students' .. ..

-.-methods for ‘improving ‘the effectiveness of" elementary and

‘schools implement efféctive reésearch-based school and class-

‘early adolescence as- a -stédge of human development. to.school
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- “whe mission.of ‘the -Center for. Research on Elementary and - -
‘Middle Schools -is to produce useful -knowledge: about-how ele- ;-

19&!ninggAndgdgiﬁlbpmghﬁiﬁidgd&?ﬁl@@?ﬁﬁdﬁéﬂilﬁiﬁé??ﬁﬁ@ti@ﬂl"‘"“J

middle schools based on existing and new research findings, -
-and ‘to dévelop and evaluate aspecific strategies to help
room practices.

The Center conducts its research in three program areas:
(1) Elementary Schools; (2) Middle Schools, and (3) School

Improvement. | .
‘This program works from a strong existing research 'base
to develop, evaluate, and disseminate effective. elementary
school .and clagsroom practices; synthesizes current. know-
ledge; and analyzes survey: and.descriptive.data.to.expand
the knowledge base. in effective elementary education. -

This program's téseqrch;liﬁkaﬁéutréﬁ§'knéyledge~8509t_

13
7!

org&ﬂtiitlbn.and¥CIassfothdeibféﬁ?andxpf&éti&eéﬁfot”éffec-
tive middle:schools., ‘The major task is. to.establish a
research base to identify specific problem areas-and promis-
ing'practices in middle schools that will contribute to

effective policy decisions and the development of efféctive
school and classroom practicea. ' L

School Improvement Program

This program focuses on improving the oréanizational per-
formance of schools in adopting and adapting innovations and
developing school capacity for change.
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This report, prepared by the Elementary School Program,
synthesizes research on ability grouping in elementary
gchools to identify grouping practices that promote student
achievement, ' ' :
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This article reviews research on the effects of between- and

within-class ability grouping on the achievement of elementary |

school students. The review technique, best-evidence synthesis,

combines features of meta-analytic and narrative teviews. 0verall. E'Eég
evidence does not support assignment of. students to self-contained A
'classes according to ability (median ES = .00). but grouping plans
involving cross-grade assignment fo: selected subjects can increase."ﬂié?
student-achievement. Research particularly supports the Jcplin o ‘
Plan, cross—grade ability‘grouping for_teading onlyxﬁmedian ES =~

+.45) and forms of nongraded programs involuing multipleygroupings

for different subjects (median ES = +.29). Within-class ability

grouping in mathematica is also found to be instructionally effec-

tive (median Es = +,34). Ability grouping is held to be maximally

effective when it. is done only for one or two subjects,. with stu~-

dents remaining in heterogeneous classes most of the day; when it
greatly reduces student heterogeneity in a specific skill; when
o group assignments are frequently reassessed; and when teachers vary

the level and pace of instruction according to students! needs.
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Ability Grouping and student Achievement in Elementary Schools.

A Best~Evidence Synthesis ;ng;f,{*'

Y

Y

Ability grouping is one of the oldest and most controvereial |

issues in eduoationsl psyohology.' Hundreds of studies have examined

the effects of various forms of between-class ability grouping

et (e.Qe; tracking, streaming) and within—class ability grouping (e.g.
5 reading, math groups)._ Ry 1930. Miller end Otto ‘had. elready 1oeated
twenty experimental studies on ability grouping, and Martin (1927)

1isted eighty-three 'seleoted reierences' on the topic.

Scores of reviews of the between-class ability grouping litera-

Almost without exception, reviews from the

/7

1920's to the present have come to the same general conclusion: thatﬁﬁi

ture have been written.

between-class ability grouping has few if any benefits for student
achievement. Recently, meta=-analyses on ability grouping in elemen=

tary (C-L. Rulik and J. Rulik, 1984) and in secondary schools (Rulik’

& Rulik, 1982) have claimed small positive achievement. effects of
é between-class ability grouping, with high achievers gaining the most

from the practice.

? | Despite a half-century of widespread agreement (among research-
ers, at least) that between-class ability grouping is of little
¥ value in enhancing student achievement, the practice is nearly univ=-

ersal in some form in secondary schools and very common in elemen-
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L”‘fibeing disproportionately placed in low tracks.' In fact. ability

_:qebility qroupins <e-g-. NEA. l968r Wilson e Schmits, 1978). Yet in S
: recent years many districts heve begun to reexamine ability group—-~' o
_ing. often out of a concern that students Tow in socioeoonomic sta— e

'ﬁtus, in particular minority students. are discriminated against by ) I,Qﬁfﬁf

tary,schoois. Recent data are lacking. but over time most teachers e
a;lall levels have reported bOth using and believing in some kind of;%fﬂz

i

grouping has ‘become a major ‘issue in many ongoing desegration cases‘

'.(e.g...Hobsgnwxs.'ﬁmnsgn, l967) where the plaintiffs have argued o 5%{

' that ability grouping is.used as a means of resegregating Black and 73%%
-.Hispanic students within ostensibly integrated schools (see McPart- ~*§§
~land, 1968). g*“‘\\ o : R
Although many reviews of ability gro ping have been written, the :5§§

“5_most recent comprehensive reviews ~n§this area. were written more ’%?

""""""
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'”“than sixteen years ago (e. g., Borg, 1965; Eindley & wtyan, 197l;

. Kuliks' meta-analyses have extracted effect-size data from large

Heathers, 1969; NEA. 1968). More recent reviews (e.g., Esposito,.
1973: Good & Marshall. '1984; Persell, 1977) have referred to the

earlier reviews rather than synthesizing_the original evidence. The |

numbers of primary studies, but have done little beyond this to

explore the substantive and methodological issues underlying these
effects (see Slavin, 1984a).

The present paper reviews the literature on ability grouping in
elementary schools from the vantagc point of the 1980's. It uses a
review strategy called "Best-Evidence Synthesis" (Slavin, 1986), a
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method which incorporates the bestifeaturea.ofuboth‘meta—ahalgtic.W

and traditioncl narrative revicw. :whsimsinhglsmggtggpf_gypégg;ggitﬂ;:;_ ;
dsnce synthesis are as follows: | o

¢ £

=%$. - CIearly specified. defensible A.nxig;i criteria for inclusion “-7;"2
R ”ﬁ-ﬁ of studies are established. N | o

- All published and unpublished studies which meet criteria are
located and included,

- Where possible, effects sizes for included studies are com~ 'c--ﬁg.
puted. Effect size is operetionalized as the meau of all :._ﬁi

L

experimental-control differences on related measures. divided
by their standard deviations._

- = When effect sizes cannot be computed, effects of studies

=L ""f"f i
e

which- meet inclusion criteria are characterized as positive,

Py
7

SR T

it
L.

negative, or zero rather than exeluded._
- Apart from computation of effect size and use of well-speci—"

fied inclusion criteria, best-evidence syntheses are identi-

L

P

T R

cal to traditional narrative reviews. Individual studies and
methodological and substantive issues are discussed in the

detail typical of the best narrative reviews.

‘The present paper is the first application of best-evidence

, synthesis. 'Since both meta~analytic and traditional narrative f%
‘%_ reviews exist in the area of ability grouping, this paper allows for j%
3' a clear contrast between the methods and conclusions of best-evi- fﬁ
?7 dence syntheses as opposed to meta~analytic and narrative reviews on é%
Ve the same topic. g
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fi One important problem in diacussing 'ability grouping' is that

ﬂgfthe tern has many meanings. -Several quite different p:ograms oz

;;zpoliciee;gofunde: this heading. MInggeno:al, abil;ty;ggogping
Ezyﬁimplies some means of g:ouping atudentslfot_insttuction uyoab§};ty

+ .or achievement so as to reduce their he:erogenoity. - However, vari-
?,Oua orouping.p1ans differ in ways likely to have a considerable
- impact on the outcomes of grouping. Some oommon forms of ability

2" grouping are described below.

Ability Grouped Class Assignmept. In this plan, students are
j"assigneduon the basis of ability or achievement to.one self-con=-

,flnto;ned class (usually at the elementary level) or to one class which

moves together from teacher to teacher, as in block scheduling in

D

=§f,junior high schools,

Curriculum Tracking. A special form of ability grouped class

;- assignment unigue to the secondary level 1s§curricu1um tracking,

assignment.of students by ébility or achiegﬁment to tracks, such as

college preparatory, general, or vocational. In secondary schools

using such groupings, students may take a11 courses within their
track, or may have some heterogeneously grouped classges. pically,

2 .ability grouping withip tracks is not done.

é- Specialized secondary schools (e.g., schools for the gifted,
% wvocational schools) might be considered one form of curriculum

tracking. In Europe, different levels of secondary schools serve a
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f called the Joplin Plan (Floyd, 1954), in which students are assigned
élr to heterogeneous classes most of the day but are regrouped for read-
i_ ing across grade lines. For example, a reading'class at the fifth

- 7

: ¥ 10-

' : on.i

.-pdanning to attend the. univeraity go to the_L

similar tracking function. For example, in Westdsermany students

:-_\:.»-\.-- OPr I

ekilled students attend the jgﬂlgghnlg and students preparing for'”'”

vocations attend the,hgnptaghnlg

Wmmamm(mmmm
jgﬂgg:gd,ﬁnbigg;a). Often, students are aesigned to heterogeneous.
homeroom classes for part or most of the_day, but ere."regrouped'
according to achievement level for one or more subjects. In the

elementary grades, tregrouping is often .done for reading (and occa-

’sionally mathematics), where all students at a particular grade

level have reading scheduled at the same time and are resorted from
their heterogeneous homerooms into classes that are relatively homof
geneous in reading level. When regrouping for reading is done |

across grade levels, this is called the "JOplid Plan" (see below).

In secondary schools students are often abiiity grouped for some
subjects (e.g.., mathematica)'but not for others (e.g., social stu-
dies) . 'Ability grouping for selected subjects in secondary schools
may involve having higher- and lower-achieving sections of the'same
course, or may involve assigning students to different courses, as
when ninth graders are assigned either to Algebra I or to General

Mathematics.

Joplin Plan. One special form of regrouping for reading is

'-u;, less. highly_f¢;=
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N grade, first semester reading 1eve1 might include high~ach1ev1ng

e ,,fourth gradets. average achieving fifth graders. and low-achieving

sixth graders. Reading group asaignments are. f:equently reviewed,
80 that students may be reassigned to a different reading claas if

the performance warrants it.

One important consequence of cross-grade grouping and flexible
asgignment is that reading classes cont#in only one or at most two
reading groups,  increasing the amount of time available for direct
instruction over that typical of reading classes cpntaining three or
more reading classes. The Joplin Plan was'biincipglly.an innovation
of the late 1950's and early 1960's, after which time_interésﬁ in .

crogss~grade grouping turned more toward nongraded plans (see below).

,ugngxgﬁgd,zlans.  The term "nongraded” orr”ungraded"refers to a
variety of related grduping plans. In 1:3 original éonqeption
(Goodlad and.Andetson,'1963), nongraded programs are ones in which
grade~level designations are entirely removed, and. students are

placed in flexible groups according to their performance level, not

. their age. Full-scale nongraded plans might use team teaching,

individualized instruction, learning centers, and other means of
accommodating student differences in all academic subjects. Stu-
dentslin nongraded programs might complete the primary cycle (grades
1-3) in two years, or may take four years to do so. The curriculum
in each subject may be divided into levels (e.g., nine or twelve
levels for the primary grades) through which students progress at
their own rates, pickipé up each year where they left off the previ-
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ous year. This "continuous proqress" aspect of nongrading give stu=-

.denta A feeling that . they are always. moving forward; for example, ”}w-f7'°

rather than being assigned to the low. reading group each year, a low -
achieving student simply progresses from level to leval at a_alowe:,_r g

;ﬁ#*l rate, ?i
Some of the nongraded programs evaluated in the 1950'8 and early %%;
ng '70's did use the flexible, complex grouping arrangements envisioned *%E
;f by Goodlad and Anderson (1963), while che:s did not. For example, ‘Eg
? several programs"deacribed by their authors as "nonéaaded” or i%é
i ”'ungraded" were in fact virtually indistingu;shab;e from the Joplin E%{
§ Plan. That 1y, students were assigned to heterogeneous classes most fég
of the day but_regrouped_across grade linas_for :éading. - One study %?
(Morris, 1969) used "nongraded" to refer téra'ptbéram in which stu=- :%i
dents were reérauped for reading and math within grade levels, while ffg
anbther (Tobin, 1966) used “ungraded"to réfer to a ttaditionally ?ig
organized reading program in which high achievers were allowed to "iéf
% work on basals above their nominal grade level. i?é
‘ Special Classes for Higb Achievergs. In many elementary and sec- _gf
;; ondary schools, gifted, talented or otherwise superior students may if
% be assigned to a special class for part or all of their school day, ;Z
.while other students remain in relatively heterogeneous classes. é.
Special Clagses for Low Achievers. One of the most common forms k.
tf of "ability groupingn is the aasignment of students with learning ﬂg
L problems to special or remedial classeg for part or all of their .g
: school day. $
-1- 3
| %
é 19 ‘;§
e d ¥




‘ - i [ i
P aatten R = e T P .y = o 1 " ~ e —
L 7 v 1

‘ n;;hin_glggg,Ahility,g;gngxng 'Regardless of the use ot non;use

Tu @of ability grouping of classes, ‘most . elementa:y teachers use some. i,_}
_;‘ form of within-claas ability grouping. ‘The moat common form of '
fi ;Lw1th1n-c1asa ability grouping 13 the use of reading groups, where -
_?3”y“teachers assign studénts to one of a &mall number of groups (usually

~ three) on the besis of reading level., These groups work on differ~
" ont materials at rates unique.to_their'needs-apd abilities, ”siﬁilar_ ‘T”f;‘
‘methods are often used in mathematics, where there may be two or

more méth groups operating at different levels and rates.

MR S

In another common form of within-class ability grouping in ele~ | o

A7)

mentary mathematics, the teacher presents a lesson to the class as a
= whole, and afterwards, while the é{pdents are working prdblems,-the

% teacher provides encichment ot extension to"a.high-achieving group,

remediation or re~explana£ion to low achievers, and something in

between to average achievers.

TFan [

Group-paced mastety learning (Bloom, 1976) may be seen as one

iy
SEARR T

form of flexible within-class ability grouping, in that students are

grouped after each lesson into "masters" and "non-masters" groups on

P .
2 FE v .
ST A Y g {1

%5 the basis of a formative test. Non-masters receive corrective

; ingstruction while masters do entichment activities. Finally, indi-
¥ vidualized or continuous-progress instruction may be seen as extreme
%“ fotms of ability grouping, as each student may be in a unique "“abil-
ity group® of one.
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‘SLmilar lists of advhntagea ana disadvantages'o£IAb111ty:grouping

‘have been given by theonista and reviewera for :more. than fifty yean.s..;_;_.‘._-,_:~
(see, for example, Billett. 1932: Borg, 19653 Espoaito. 1971; Find--

ley & Bryan. 198703 Good & Ma:shall. 1984: Heathera. 1969; NEA, 1968;

o Lniller & Otto, 1930). Ability grouping 8 auppoaed to 1ncceaae atu-
~ dent achievement ptimarily by reducing the heterogeneity of the

"class or instructional group, making 1t more posaible for the

teacher to provide instruction that ie neither too easy nor too hard
for most students. Ability grouping is assumed to allow the teacher
to increase the pace and level of instruction for high achievers and
provide more individual attention, repetition, and review for low

achievers. . It is supposed to provide a spur to highlachievers by

 making them work harder. to aucdeed,_and.ﬁq}paaca succeés w1thin the

grasp of low achievers, who are protected from having to.compete
with more able agemates (Atkinson & O'Connor, 1963).

‘fhe principal argumenté against ability grouping have to do with

the fact that this practice must create clasaes or groups of low

 achievers. These students are deprived of the example and stimula-

tion provided by high achievers, and the fact of being labeled and
assigned to a low group is held to communicate low expectations for
students which may be self-fulfilling (see, for example, Good &
Marshall, 1984; Persell, 1977). |

Further, homogeneously low performing reading groups (Allington,

1980; Barr, 1975) and classes (Oakesﬂ 1985; Evertson, 1962) have

‘been observed to expetience a slower pace and lower quality of
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| instruction thon do students in higher achieving g:oups. A laok of

5iapp:opriate1y behoving_models may lead to %oopovio:al contagion' j:" o
among homogeneously grouped low achievers (Felmlee & Eder. 1983). g0 e

. that theae groups moy apend leas time on task than othet gzoups.

However, perhaps the most compelling.ozgomept,ogainag Abirity,

é; grouping has little to do with its effects on achievement. This_is' ~¥§'
Ef that ability grouping goes against our democratic ideals by oieating o,?%
;“ academic elites (Persell, 1977; Rosenbaum, 1976; Sorensen, 1970). _Eg
éf According to this line of reasoning, a11 studento need opportunities E

to interact with a wide range of peers. Because abfiity groupings
éﬁ - often parallel social class and ethnic groupings. diéprOportionately
placing low SES, Black, and Hispanic students in low tracks (e.g.,
Rigt, 1970; Haller & Davis, 1980; Heyns, 1974), the use of ability

grouping may serve to increase divisions along class, race, and eth-

il e :r.'_f 2ok ;':._'N s ., e .- s H
SR R IRR B R e
L B e e P SR S

nic group lines (see Rosenbaum, 1980).
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Somprehensive Ability Grouping in the Elementary School '

i R

i This review focuses on research on ability grouping at the ele-
% mentary level. This restriction is made primarily because so many

§ ' characteristics of elementary schools and the students they serve
T are unique to this level of schooling. Also, this review fucuses on

somprehensive ability grooping plans, which involve all students at

; particular grade levels. |
i This excludes stodies of special classes for the gifted (e.g.,

c L s e g wira . -t »'..;.,;,'-.', __'._'.:,
i e i SRR R B A e

Atkinson & O'Connor, 1963) and for low achievers. Gifted and spe-

B R R

o
5

' l\l\-f"--

fo alg Lth e .. N . : . < N . N - - s . P .
B e g T T U T 1 T LRSI 7 P LHNT S PNONPL R UPRO) FRPLRCT U RRTANS £ 1A DN SOUN T SO F PRV P L LELSE P O POURRRAIL L WOSLICE SENRIR L AVIOE S AAPR) I AP LD DAL TR

&



B "f'&:,%;

PR LY 1 Al : sy okt U A T e . el FREVD SSar ) L Ly ey AL N N W St
LENAT R L g S S TN n S D A A A T e B MR A s A A L ndint e et At LA el e o s AT G DA A AL ST ST IR Y

s Lo e T e ewe T e e e ST DD T e TTL S e T T e T IR e (e TR T L T I N Tl P T e G T

O P VAL S S0 L PR ST £ E L WS S T G L B T S P A T VA DUV LI A W A PR PR et ode :

L e I AR AT S E N I T e T Mt (s e R Tk Cu i LR TR
Y B B f A E > . X N - © . .

. cial education programs may be conceived of as one form of ability

-J;;ngtouping, but they also. dnvolve many other changes in curriculum. _,.“'“

claea size, :esoutces, and goals that make them fundamentally dif-
ferent from eomptehensive ability gtouping plans. Eurther. non-:an~
:'domized evaluationa of gifted and apecial education/mainstreaming
studies suffer from serious problems of sélecticn bias-which are
less problematic in similar studies of comprehensive ability group-
ing plans (Slavin, 1984a; Madden & Slavin, 1983). For-reviews of
research on gifted and accelerated programs see J. Kulik & C. L.

Rul ik, 1984 orx Passow,-1979; for'épecial education/mainstreaming see
Leinhardt & Pallay, 1982 or Madden & Slavin, 1983, |

Oone of the most important characteriétics of elementary schools
for comprehensive ability grouping is that they tend to be small,
rarely having more than three classes at each grade level, This
means that if ability grouping is dong.within grade levels, the
resulting reduction in heterogeneity may be slight. 1In fact, sev-
eral studies (e.g., Clarke, 1958; Balow, 1962; Balow & Curtin, 1966;
Goodlad & Anderson, 1963) have demonstrated that grouping students
within grades into two or three homogeneous groups brings about a
minimal reduction in total heterogeneity, particularly if grouping

is done on the basis of IQ or general achievemeént.

Another important feziire of elementary schools is that students
are traditionally taught in self-contained classes, remaining with
the same teacher all or most of the school day, and correspondingly

teachers must attend to only one class., This situation is conducive
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.Eﬁfn because the number of preparstions required Go teach twelve or more N
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to. the use of ui:hin;g;nsa abtlity grouping (resding or math

;groups). In eontrast. s secondnry reaeher with five or. six sections L

'Adifferent subgroupe ‘would require superhuman effort. .;'~34m~#*“'+“ B

A third characteristic o£ elementary schools is that while stu- |
dents at the elementary 1evel have widely diverse ‘gkills from the

first days of school. they are much less heterogeneous than are stu-

| . dents. at the secondary level (see, for exemple. COleman. Campbell.

Hobson, McPartland, Mood, Weinfeld, and York, 1966) . Perhaps for
.this reason, between class ability grouping is far less universal in

elementary than in secondary echool s.

' There are differences in the curriculum and goals of e;emenrary

and secondary schools which have an important bearing on ability

| grouping. By far the most important goal of the elementsry school

ig to ensure that ell students are able ro.read and compute.

Reading and methematics are subjects that, at least in theory,
lend themselves especially well to homogeneous groupings, as they
are hierarchically organized subjects in which rhe learning of one
skill depends on mastery of earlier skills, In a heterogeneous
reading class it 1s'un£}kely that a single level of basal reader
could be used, a//it is probably unrealistic to expect low achievers
to read and understand material a grade level or ~ above their
reading level or to_expect high achievers to pr of om material a

grade level or more below their reading leve’ ilarly, it is

-12-

‘5"”15 much less able to use within-class. ability grouping, principally s
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difficult to give an effectivé mathematica-ieason to“a class which
includea some studenta whu have not maate:ed aubt:action, multipli- -

i . cation, or. simpie division, and aome who have already mastered divi-ii
' aion or could do 80 very :apidly.

T g T L

O COmprehensive ability gtouﬁing plans used-in éléméntary'schobls

are adapted to the unique cha:acteriatics of that level of -school-

. ing. and often have no correlaries at ‘the aecondary level, There

are three principal factors at issue in elementary ability grouping:
1) whether ability. grouping is done within- or between-classes {or
both); 2) whether between-class ability grouping_ia done to assign

students to relatively abiiity~h¢mogeneoqs seif-contained classes,

or is done only for selected subjects, with students remaining in

heterogeneous clagses‘moat of their school aay;'and 3) whether abil-
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ity g:oqping is restricted to one grade level or may combine stu-

i
P

dents of similar performance level regardless of grade level.
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Five comprehensive ability grouping plans predominate both in the
literature and in practice: ability grouped élass agsignment,

regrouping for reading and/or mathematics, Joplin and nongraded
plans, and within-class ability grouping (reading or math groups
within the class). The relationship between the three factors

listed above and the five principal comprehensive grouping plans is
depicted in Fiqure 1. |

\ Figure 1 Here
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It 1is 1mportant to note ‘that other combinations o£ the same fac-

% gtora can. ptoduce additional gtouping plans, and. auch plans have B o
.fjsometimea been studied.“ For example, ability grouped claas aasién-:
S ment is usually done within .grades, but Rankin. Anderaon. & Bergman
Lﬁ(lsss) evaluated a “vertical grouping” plan in which upper’ elemen-';

- tary students were assigned to claases on the basis of IQ without

regard to grade level_lines. Cross-grade combination clasges (e.g.,
3-4, 4-5) often resemble vertical grouping, as students assigned to
such classes are usually the higher achievers in the lower grade and
the lower achievers in the higher graée. Bowever.'crésa—grade
grduplngs_have rarely been studied, as they.uaually result from

administrative needs for equal-sized classrooms rather'than from a

W §1an to improve school organization. For example, When a principal

'has_forty-fiﬁe £ifth giaders and forty-£five fourth'graders a combi-

‘nation 4=-5 class is a likely result.

Also, it is 1mpo:;aht to note ghat.many élemehtaxy classes uee
between and withiu—élass grovping.. For example. reading groups in
the primary gtades are virtually universal. regardless of whether or
not the classes are grouped by ability. On the other hand, some
between-class ability grouping plans (espécially the Joplin Plan)

are explicitly designed to reduce or eliminate the need for grouping
within the classroom.

The following sections discuss the research on comprehensive
ability grouping in elementary schools according to the four princi-

pal categories discussed above. Each section contains a table sum-

s} b

NP 2 e e
Tt @ o fnae T

e
F
1

L TR

3 i2pl s '-.:":'.; -3
B e

"

st

’:D. - .
A :‘2};.:'« T R
PR i oo 2 x

A5

U i PO AR

g R s e v ge g e L Th TR T
.,ir‘.ﬁ»v#&ﬁ;llﬁ."'% n/,\ggisrﬁ:;gﬁﬂ{.pm;ﬂh&??&ﬁm PSS

.7

P

.

g




| marizing the principsl studies on the ability gtouping sttetegy

) belng preeented an’ “s_discussion of the studieshend the methodologi»

- cal. and substautive 1ssues they raise. The criteria £or 1nc1usion

-~o£ studies ete presented below.x'u

2?3 ‘The studiee on which this review 1s based had to meet a set of.g ‘_f
;; priori criteria with respect to germeneness snd methodologicel ade=- &g
»g_ quacy. As statedaestlier&~all studies had to 1nvo;ve comprehsnsive i

gtudies of.ebilityugroupigg in elementary schools (grades 1-6).

Europe: 1 studies of eleven .and twelve year olds who were in secoud-
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ary sch.ools (e.g., Douglas, 1973) are excludsd, even though studies
of students of the same age 1n elementary schools were 1nc1uded.
Studies of within-class ability grouping were ineluded. but other

progeams related to ﬁithiurciqss gsou§tng;uereJe§¢luded.' Exqmbies
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continuous-pregress.instruction);coogeratlve learning,‘mult;~age

grouping not done for the purpose of reducing student heterogeneity, .
open classrooms, and tsam_teaching. No_rest:ictiona_we;e'pﬁgced_on‘ ;?ﬁ
'yea: of publication, and every effort was made to locate disserta~- g%t

tions and other unpublished documents relating to ability grouping.

Methodological Reguirements for Inclugion. One key element of
.Q best-evidence synthesis is the 3 priori establishment of inclusion
.g criteria based on substantive and methodological adequacy. In the
E; present case, criteria were established as follows:
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1. Ahility grouped claoees were compared to heterogeneously

f;grouped control clesses.h This requirement excludes_several studies
| which compared achievement -gains in experimental claesee to 'pre-
c dicted" gains (e.g.. Romsey. 1962) and studies which correlated

| classes as ability-grouped or heterogeneous (e g.. Leiter, 1983) .

2. Achievement data from standardized achievement tests-were pre-
sented. This excluded scores of anecdotal accounts and several stu-

dies of student or teacher attitudes toward ability grouping.
./' . ‘
'3, Initial comparability of eamples was established by use of

~random assignment. matching of classes. or matching of students
~within equivalent classes. In cases of matching of - classes or stu-
dents, evidence had to be presented which established that the

classes were in fact initially equivalent in IQ or achievement level

(within 20% of a;standard deviation). Studies in which experimental
anc-control classeg were not initially equivalent but gain scores or
analyses of covariance were used_to adjust scores for these differ-
ences (e.g., Moorhouse, 1964) are-listed in tables in.a separate
category, and results of these studles should be interpreted cau-

tiously.

Several cross~sectional studies that provided little evidence of
initial equality were excluded. For example, Powell (1964) compared
achievement scores of one school using the Joplin Plan to another
using a self-contained model, with no evidence that.the two schools

were in fact comparable. Some studies (e.g., Hart, 1959) compared

-16~

ﬂé'degree of heterogeneity with achievement gains without identiinng'a'"ﬁfl
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. achievement undetr ability grouping to that'under heterogeneous

.cﬂ_grouping in earlier years in the samemschoole. Such studies.werer_h;-

| previous clasees wae limited to two years, on the assumption that

too many unrelated changes could take place over longer periods.

requirement excluded only one very brief study (Piland & Lemke.

e o
Fited 2 M SETT AN SN R T W R
i i & o :

.ncluded if there was evidence thet the - eamples in the earlier yeare;:V

were equivalent in ebi.ity or. achievement. Howeve.. comparison withuﬁ'

This excluded one study that made. a comparison over .a ten-year e
period (Cushenberry, 1964‘ and restricted attention to the finst two
years of an eight-year study by Tobin (1966).

4. Ability grouping was in place for at least-a semester. - This

1971).,

5. At least three-experimental-and three control teachers'were

involved in all included studies. The purpose ‘of this requirement-

[ R

was to minimize the influence of teacher and class effects in small
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gtudies (see Slavin, 1984b) on study outcomes. Ihis caused a few

73

very small studies to be excluded (e.g.,. Johnston, 1973:._'Putbr_e'se','
1972; williams, 1966) .
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The studies reviewed here were located in an extensive search.
Principal sources included the Education Resources Information Cen-
ter-(ERIC). Psychological Abstracts, Education Index, and Disserta-
tion Abstracts. In these sources, the keywords "ability grouping, "

“"classroom organization," "Joplin Plan," "nongraded, " and related
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" onallnaother revlewe and meta-analyeee were loeated, and cltatlonaq, -
'-made 1n primary eources were followed up.- Evety attempt was mede to

obtain a complete set of publlahed and unpublished etudles which met

che_subetentlve and methodologlcal orlteria outlined above., “Pur=

"ﬁther. in a few casee where clarlflcati&ne wexe needed about impot-

_ernt etudlee. authore were contacteﬁ'ﬁl ctlv for additlonal infor- :'éi
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Throughout this review, effects of various ability grouping stra-
teglee are referred to in terme of effect slze,. Effect sizes were
fgene:ally computed a8 the differenoe between the experlmental and. o
,;.;eontrol meane dlvided bY the oontrol atanderd devlatlon (Glass, |
i ffnccaw, & Smith, 1981). The control group was always the heterogene-

;:j;ous grouplng plan unlees otherwiee noted, so that a poaitlve effectx
_size implies greater learning in an ebility grouped plan and a nega-
" tive value indleatee an advantage for heterogeneous grouping. When
“means or standard devlatlons were omitted in studies which met

inclusion eriterla, effect sizes were estimated when posesible from

" ¢'s, F's, or exact p values (see Glass et al,, 198l1).

Many of the studies in this review presented deta_on‘gain scores

©  without presenting pre- or posttest data. Effect sizes from
2?_ achievement gain scores are typically inflated, as standard devia-
%; tions of gain gcores are less than those of pre- or poetteet scores
i; to the degree that pre-post correlations exceed 0,5. If pre-post

! -18
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correlations are known. effect sizes from gein scores can be. trane-
formed. to the scale of postteet values using the following multi-
plier: T ‘

Es = (88 (V2 (- 3. | .
- gain. . .-pre=post |

Because few studies presenting gain scores alse.proyide ptejpost'

correlations, a pre-post correlation of +0.8 was eeeumed. This £ig~ ;Pf

ure is a characteristic correlation between fall and spring eeores'
on alternate forms of the California Achievement Test in the upper
elementary grades (CTB/McGraw-Hill, 1979). Substttuting 0. 8 in the
formula, a multiplier of 0.632 ig derived, which was used to-deflate

effect size estimates from gain score data. Because this"velue is -

only a rough approximetion, effect sizes from gain score data ehould“'

be interpreted with even more caution than is warranted fo: effect

sizes 1n general. .

In studies in which pretest data were provided, effect sizes were
computed as gain scores, divided by the control gtoup's post-test
standard deviation. This procedure adjusts effect sizes for any
differences in pretest scores. In a few cases, pretest and posttest
scores were from different teets. In these studies (e.g., Flair,
1964) , experimental-control differences divided by control standard
deviations were computed for pro- and posttests, end the difference
between these is reported as the study's effect size. Since all
studies which met inclusion criteria presented either gain scores or
pre- and post-test scores or matched on pretests, all effect sizes

were adjusted for initial starting points.
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?-f If studies did not present enough data to allow for computationlff:'“f
n&Of effect size but otherwise met.. criteria for”inclusion, they, werei' |
ffincluded in tebles with an indication of ‘the direction and consis-:“"’w”

‘%ifi tentcy of any achievement differences. In some cases only grade

"d*GQuivalent différences- were - given. ‘&nd- these are presented in the sl el

;"':table. "Because the standard deviations of grade equivalents are

e Part o it R R D e F e Ay T e Y M &

around 1.0 in upper elementary_school,.grade-equivalent.differencesp

may be considered very rough approximations of effect size,

In general, one overall effect size is presented for each study,

nless two or. more different ability grouping plans were compared to

heterogeneous control groups in the same study (e g.. Cartwright and
McIntosh, 1972) or . two distinct s¥mples were studied (e 9es. Borg,
1965) . Multiple effects within a study were aversged to obtain the

overall effect size estimate (see-Bangert-Drowns. in'press),. 1f

gtudies presented adequate data, overell effect sizes were also bro-

ken down by subject (e.g., readiag, methematics) and by achievement ‘

or ability level. BEffect sizes by ability level should be inter-
preted with particular caution, as they are often infldted because
standard deviations within subgroup categories are restricted in

range.,

In this best-evidence synthesis, every effort was made to make

each effect size be a meaningful representation of the effect of

ability grouping on student posttest achievement, holding the post-

test standard deviation as the common metric. - In all tables, ran-

domized studies are listed first, followed by matched studies pre-
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'““”f.quality.; Within categories. atudiés with:“he largea ”eamples siées
h'ate 1iated fitat._ Theae pzocedu:es mean that eftect aizea from atu- \f

weight than thoae listed 1atez..‘*-

.53 | " However, it 15 1mportant to remembe: that any effect aize 1s only
a rough :lndicator of the effect of a tteatment. Many fact:ora nay

influence effect slze, such as . differencea in subjects, measures, o

experimental procedures, and study: durations. orten, there are sub-
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;;f stantial nonsyatematic differencas in effect sizes for subgtoupa or 5§
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for similar measures within the same. study. For example. one study
- by Breidenstine (1936) had a mean effect aize of -,08, but etfecta R

R
T ais b
(DAE N

at particular grade levels ranged from = .89 to + 54. In another B
atudy by Slavin and Rarwelt (1985), effects of within-claaa ab111t§5
grouping were +.64 for ‘mathematics computations but +00 £or mathe-
matics concepts and applicatioqs. Had_ntetdenstine‘(lsas) studied
only one grade level or had 81§vin and xarweit'(lsbS) used only one

mathematics achievement measure, their results would have appeared

quite different. For these reasons, effect size data should always

é’ be interpreted cautiously, in light of the quality and cdnaistenqy $%
s ‘of the studies from which they were de.ived. ¢ O
& </ : f

. PR
LT S T LT U PTA SRR T AW
o R SR A G e




et N PR (AT ATIR T A T :'.'“-?\\'ﬂrl.ﬂ,
B T L T Tty S

o g;;_h total “of foutteen studiea-of comprehensive ability grouped

= class assignment plans were located.

The major characteristics and findinga of . the fdutteen studies
are summarized in Table 1., The randomized study is listed first,

s followed by matched studies in descending order of sample size.

Table X Here

" -, - - . . . 2 ) . .. —;I
Y . . T e g T
TP e e T T S NS I L | PR
1 it R Gl g T Sagt gt
AL S 'ﬁﬂ’l i - by %R SIS SR -~
. A el AU - i
K R L . - o,

' Inspection of Table 1 clearly indicates that the effects of com-

ot ?':; Bl
Pt o
BoFte e e e

o

prehensive ability grouped class assignment on student achigvgment

e
%

FH a0

are zero. The median total effect size across the-sevehteen'compar-

S

fo =

isons in fourteen studies is exactly 2ero, and the effect sizes

cluster closely around this value; of.thirteen.cbmpa:ieone which

€ . ae
P L

yieided effect size data, eight fell in the range -.10 to +.10, and
eleven in the range -.15 to +.15. Effect sizes for reading and |

mathematics did not exhibit any pattern different from that for ove-

& rall effects. Further, little support appears in Table 1 for the
: assertion chat high achievers benefit from ability groupihg while

i
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low achievers suffer. Three studies (Borg, 1965; Flalr, 1964; ?%
?f Tobin, 1966) found such a pattern, but three others (Bremer, 1958; &
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‘Hartill, isas;no:ganstém; 1963) found just tne'oppofsite. and pazk= ..
ex~Lunn (1970). Goldberg et el. (1966), Loomer (1962¢. end Renkin etr.”

el. (1936) found -no differences cucordlng to achievement level._

."‘

. The, only randomized study of ability gtouped class. assignment is’ Lo

| one by Cartwright end Hchntosh (1972). who compcred tnreeucrouping B
methods in a school in Honolulu attended by disadvantaged students ”“

from a housing project. The students were ethnicslly diverse, and
most came to school speaking Pidgin English and had to leern sten-

. dard English as a second lsnguege.. Students in gtades 1-2 were ran=- L
domly sssigned to one of three treatments: Self-contained heteroge- g
neous grouping, self-contained cbility gtouping, end flexible.‘ The

cbility grouped students were. essigned to reletively homogeneous
classes according to intellectual ability and reéading achievement
without regard for grade level, so that the individual classes were
sonewnet'hete;ogeneous in chgonologiceliegeg The flesiblé clesses
were grouped for various subjects'acco:dincbto'theirbperfo:nsnce |
level in those subjects, again without regard fot grade level, and
were frequently regrouped as their progress during the yea;,war-'
ranted. All three treatments were begun when students entered the

first and secondugtades“and were continued for two years.

The dependent measures were scores on the Metropolitan Achieve-
ment Test. Ae shown in Table 1, the heterogeneous classes had
higherﬂscores in reading (ES = -.17) and in mathematics (ES=-,52)
than the ability grouped classes. The heterogeneous classes also
achieved more in reading than the flexible classes (ES =-.28), but

there were no differences in mathematics.
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;.éfi Bven thcugh the Cartwright and Maclntosh (1972) study used random ‘

ssignment to treatments. its reeults cannot be\considered ccnclu-?'

First. there was only one class at each grade level in each treat- |
-ﬁument, restricting the possibilities for reducing heterogeneity by e o
~-ability grouping even more than is usually the cage in elementary - o

. ‘ability groupiug studies, Second. the population involved is quite

. -"'. o ‘

atypical. and generalization to other settings, even other disadvan- -E%
taged schools, is difficult, é§é
Since there is only one rsndomized study of ability grouped class fﬁ%

s

g2

assignment and it has some. important limitations. we: must ‘look at

e

palk
e

the best of the nonrandomized studies. those which used matching

PRI TR L

ke ._
e
d k’r?}:mi 38

procedures to equate" nonrandomly assigned groups and presented data

to indicate that the groups were, in fact, initially equivalent in

- achievement or ability. .

| _Three'large, longitudinal studies done in the 196Q{s'stand out in
* - the study of ability grouped class assignment: ‘Barker-Lunn's (1970)
* study of streaming in English and welsh junior schools, the Goldberg

et al. (1966) study of diffr.rent grouping patterns in New York City
schools, and Borg's (1965) study in two Utah school districts.

Of these three studies, the Goldberg et al. (1966) study is per-

Fuiying

haps t?e most remarkable. This study involved eighty-six grade five
classes in forty-five New York City elementary schools. Principals

of all New York schools submitted Otis IQ distributions of their
fourth grades. Only those schools with at. least fou: students with

-24-
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&iﬁo 'y nf at lesst 130 were included in the study sample. which had o
- ‘the effect (according to the euthors) of restricting the samsue to B
:““fwhmore.middle-clsss psrts of the. cityiJ The principels of the.. selecte :;
'L‘schools were asked to aesign students to clssses for the fifth:grade
_to conform to any o£ fifteen grouping patterns. ranging frcm
Jheatremely nsrrow to extremely broad. “Extremely narrow” clssses

| included students falling within one I0 decile (e g.,alzoulso), or :~¥m

- above 130. ‘Between these extremes were various moderstely narrow

-period (79% of the originsl sample) were included in the data analy-

| f\ able to simulate many slternetive.grouping_arrengements. For exam-

thoge restricted to IQ 130 and up or 99 and below. 'Extremely
broad" clssses included a full range. of students £rom below 99 to

and moderately broad patterns, classes containing students in two to

four contiguous IQ deciles.

* The principals were asked to keep students in the, designated |
grouping patterns for. two years, throughout grades 5 and 6, and only

those students who were in the same schools for the entire two-year
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with classes in fifteen grouping patterns, Goldberg et al. were

ple, they could compare very homogeneous to very heterogeneous

grouping plans by comparing the achievement gains of all students in

ral

one~decile classes to those in five-decile classes. They could
simulate provision of special classes for the gifted by comparing
five-decile (heterogeneous) classes to combinations of one-decile

(l§0+) and four decile (less than 99 to 120) classes, and so on.




Unfortunately. Goldberg et al. do not present their sctual

"“””gfavor broad, heterogeneous groupina plans, for all. students except

- range classes. Presence of gifted students was beneficial for ‘the
%ﬁr'achievement of most students in most . sub;ects, while the presence of

low achievers was neither beneficial nor detrimental overall.

: The Goldberg et al. (1966) study is arguably the best evidence in
zi;~iexistence againet ‘the possibility that reductions in IQ heterogene-
i\"ity can .enhance student achievement in the upper elementary grades.

_ IThe size and rigor of the experiment make it highly unlikely that
:f'”any non~trivial positive effect of ability grouping could have been
;‘f missed. While most echievement_ccmperisons in the qudberg et al,
ﬁi;_atudy_uere non—significant, therpatterns_ef mean'Qifferences and of.
those differences vhich were statistically -significant supnert'het-

erogeneous rather than ability grouped class assignments;

The Barker-Lunn (1970) study in England and Wales similarly pro-
vides little support for ability grouped class assignment. This

‘study compared the achievement gains of students in 36 streamed

junior schools (serving students aged 7 to 1l1) and 36 unstreamed
schools, matched on social class. The streamed schools had a slight
% advantage in achievement after one year, so the initial comparabil-
32 ity of the samples was questioned by the author; the year-to-year

?5 scores and four-year longitudinal comparisons used first-year scores

1?_ as covariates to control for this initial difiference.

: -26-
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o fachievement data, but only . descrihe significant differences and patm;ﬂ.nxg_
terns- of findinge. However. the patterns they present consistently'\
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A8 in. the .cage of the Goldberg et al. (1966) atudy. Betker-bunn fﬁ“ﬁ'é
. presents. only etetieticelly eignificent differences end't:ends. ]
'0vere11. there were no meeningful trende fevering streamed or non-jg?

| et:eamed eehoole. -All but a few comperteone were nonreignificent.qi ’
'Iend thoee which “were: eigniticentewe:eaequelly likely te £eve: _
etteemed or unetreemed chools. Agein, if there were any eoneietent;,;gé

effect of ebility grouped class assignment on etudent achievement.

study the eize and quelity of . Barke:—hunn's would be very likely to | i

ﬁind it.

The third 1erge.‘lodg;tudinal study is one by~Bo;g (1965), who

compared achievement gains in two adjacent districts in Utah, one of Y

which used heterogeneous greuping. TwO. elementary eohorte were
studied. -One began in the fourth grade and was followed through |
grade seven. Another began in the eixth grede and was followed
through grade nine. The results for the aixth grede sample pre-
gented in Table 1 are only for the £irst year, as these students

went on to junior high school beginning in grade seven.

Even though thie study used as large a sample as Goldberg et al.
(1966) and Barker-Lunn (1970) and was also carefully controlled, the
nature of the samples involved make the results of this study lees
conclusive. First, only two districts were involved, and any dif-
ferences between the districts other than the use of ability group-
ing are completely confounded with grouping practice., One district
served a small city, while the ether gerved its outlying area, so

unﬁeeeured population differences may have been operating. Second,




f-i] while the two districts' mean ptetest scores were equal within each
'??7§IQ categoryo the proportion of high-IQ atudents was\highet A the

Jrvher s i 3o G g
PTG e ARy -

P *diattict using hete:ogeneoue grouping. particulatly 1n the sixth .
°~grade sample.‘ Third, the diatricts 1nvolved had been - using thelr

l being studied had been in ability grouped or heterogeneous clasaea,;

- ~for three years (the grade four sample) or fivexyeats'(the'gradeesik'

.....

sample). Any effects of grouping may have already been registered
before the study began.

The results of the Borg (1965) study wvere inconsistent, but in
general the longitudinal data following fourth graders indicated
that ability grouping was beneficial for the achievementlof high-IQ
students, detrimental for that of low-IQ students, and neutral. for
average-1IQ students. After one year, high- and average-IQ students

gcored higher in ability-grouped than in heterogeneous classes, but

- by:the seventh grade this difference had disappeared. High- and

average achieving sixth graders gained more in ability grodped than
in heterogeneous classes, but these differences also dissipated in

junior high school.

One well designed (but fifty year old) study by Hartill (1936)
coinpared ability grouped to heterogeneous class assignment in fif-
teen New York City schools. Students in grades five and six were
assigned to ability grouped or heterogeneous classes for one semes-
ter, and were then reassigned to classes according to the opposite

grouping pattern for a semester. Not only were the students their

é}eapective g;ouping methods for many yeara. so that the students _—
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1; were lndividually matched with one. anothe:. 80 that the g:oup which

“were identical in the ability grouped and heterogeneous classes.
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own conttola (since they experienced both grouping plana) but they

" experienced ability grouping £irst was 1dent1ca1 in 10 to that. which'mmig?g
The results 1ndicated ‘
that 1ow-IQ etudents achieved slightly better in ability g:ouped

‘classes (ES = +, 18), high=1IQ students achieved slightly bette: 1n

expetienced heterogeneoua g:ouping first.

heterogeneous claases (ES = =,12), and average-IQ atudents achieved

equally ‘well in thp two grouping plans. Overall, gchieyement gains
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Another important early study was one by Rankiq et al. (1936);
who compared students matched on aéhievement level in three pro-
grams. One waélt;aditidnal ability gropped class aasignment ddﬁe
within grade levels, except that in mathematics these classes used a
program essentially identical to modern group=paced maate;y learning
(see Block & Anderson, 1976).  Anather, called "vertical grouping,"
agsigned students to classes according to their level ofrachievement
without regard for their grade level. This procedure produced such
homogeneous classes that reading groups within the classes wére con-
gidered unneéessary. The third plan involved heterogeneous groupinb
of clagses, with the additional requirement that within-class abil-
ity grouping (including use of reading groups) was not allowed,
Teacher and administration attitudes toward this hetercgeneous plan

were quite negative, as the degree of heterogeneity in these classes

was great and teachers were unable to use any form of grouping to
accommodate student differences. However, achievement differences

between the two ability grouped plans and the heterogeneous classes




were small for the ability grouped plan (ES = +.05) and for the ' fﬁﬁﬁ

A four-year atudy of streamed and unatreamed junlor schoola in

iiégisngland by-Daniele (1961) compared two pairs of schools, The.
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- schools themselves were selected from the same districts and were

found to have nearly identical mean IQ's. Students were-iﬁdividu-
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i;' ally matched on IQ within the schools. After three and one-half

years, the students in the unstreamed schools were achieving at a

iy

significantly higher level than those in the streamed schools (ES =

-.26) . However, other multi-year studies (Breidenstine, 1936; .
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Tobin, 1966) found effects near zero, and Morganstern, who followed E
students from the fourth to the sixth grade, found a small benefit IE%

% of ability grouping (Et = +,15). | ;-
5 Some authors (e.g., Good and Brophy, 1984) have suggested the use g%
~of a modified ability grouping plan in which high and average ’ -12

ik

aghieversware ‘mixed and average and low achievers are mixed. How=-
eﬁer. a éﬁudy by Lramer (1962) found no achievement benefits of such
a plan (ES = =,04).

i

&

fj:

In addition to the studies listed in Table 1, a few studies have

& correlated the degree of heterogeneity in classes with student

E achievement. Justman (1968) found that the reading achievement of 3
§. third graders increaged slightly more in heterogeneous than homoge-  '%
'5' neous classes, with average and low achieving classes gaining the ’
% most from heterogeneity. Leiter (1983) found no correlation between

§: class homogeneity and third grade reading and mathematics achieve-
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mathematice achievement in more homogeneous claeeee. Edminston and

Benfe: (1949) divided eixteen claeeee of Eifth. and eixth graders

dents in the wide range ‘classes gained eignificantly more in °°mpo-"'r;*

site achievement than did etudents in narrow range ciaeees.

Sumummﬂmien Ab.uiu.ﬁmp.edmsseeeisnment Given "

the persistance of the practice over time and the belief teachers
typlcally place in its effectiveness. it is eurprising to see how

- unequivocally the research evidence refutes the assertion that abil-“

ity grouped class assignment can increase student achievement in |
elementary echoole. There is a considerable quantity of good qual-
ity research on this topic, such that any impact of grouping on

achievement would surely have been detected.

Several earlier reviews have made the claim that ability grouping
is beneficial for high-ability students and detrimental for low-a-
bility students (e.g., Fash, 1961; Espoeito,.1973; Begle, 1975).,
This claim is not clearly supported by the present review. It is
possible that a clearer pattern emerges in secondary studies, but it
is more likely that confusion arises when studies of special pro-

grams for the gifted and for low achievers are included in ability

grouping reviews. studies of special programs for the gifted tend

to find achievement benefits for the gifted students (J. Kulkik and
Cs L. Kulik, 1984; Passow, 1979), while studies of mainstreaming vs.
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jfspscial education for students with learning problems tend to favor:

egular class placement (Madden & 81avin. 1983).1 For this reason. | _:;ifF

fincluding studies of special programs £or the‘gifted and learning
fﬁdisabled in reviews of ability grouping, as was done by Begle
;{1975). Borg (1965),-Findley & Bryan (1910). and otners. wouldwgive

:-5‘?the 1mpression ‘that -ability grouping is beneficial for high achiev-

‘?-;ers and:- detrimental for low achievers. However. it is likely ‘that

characteristics of special accelerated programs for the gifted
;é‘ . ‘account for the effects of gifted programs, not the fact of separate
;é; } grouping per se (see Fox. 1979). Also, problems of seleetion bias

# in nonrandomized ‘studies of programs for the gifted and for students, .

§:1.3with 1earning problems bias the results of these studies toward the ?f}

fhigher placement, spuriously vaoring separate programs for the f?;

. gifted and mainstream placement for low achievers (see Borg, 1965; ﬁaf

'?ﬂf{fslavin, 1984a).;: .Q{

mpins for Reading and nmemmss
A

gf In many elementary schools, reading and/or mathematics is sched- e

‘uled at the same time for all students in a particular grade. At

PR sy
Gordbop el gt LAY LT
_‘ﬂf'/;%.?-_ XA e o

that time, students leave their heterogeneous homer oom classes to
receive reading or mathematics instruction in a class that is more

' homogeneous in the skills in question.

B I Pl ST

b Previous reviews and meta-analyses (e.g.. Borg, 1965;‘Findley &
'@ Bryan, 1970; C. L. Kulik and J. Rul ik, 1984) have not made a clear
3 disgtinction between regrouping “and ability grouped class assignment.

A vet there are several important theoretical reasons to do so.
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First, regrouping minimizes the presumed negative paychological «,:ﬁif

effects of ability grouping. Students spend. most of the day in het-.-dxj

erogeneous classes, with which they almost ce:tainly identify. Secff

ond, regrouping is always done on the_basis of actual performanceJin ”f;f
reading or mathematics, not on IQu-andﬂisPS“511¥;51951P;§9_$9~tP§Pu'g;;f

any errors in assignment or changes in student level of'achieyement

can be easily accommodated by moving students to different sections. =}
For these reasons, it is likely that regrouping can produce much f@f
more homogeneity in the skills being taught than can ability grouped '%i
class assignment, which is usually based on I0 or general achieve- i

ment and is relatively inflexible.

Unfortunately, there is neither the number nor the quality of

studies of regrouping to enable definitive conclusions concerning

the effectiveness of such plans. Only three studies psed hatching

and presented evidence of initial equality. Four additional studies
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lacked evidence of initial equality but did adjust'postteets for

sy

pretests and other variables. Overall, five of the seven studies

SR

found that students learned more in regrouped than in heterogeneous

4
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classes, while two found the opposite trend. (See Table 2.)

. Table 2 BHere
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Two of the studies investigated the practice of regrouping for
reading only. One of these was a large study by Moses (1966)
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;;f involving 54 classes in rural Louisiana. This carefully cOntrOlled

'jﬁ;_.study held constant time and 1nstructional materials in matched

\}-eexperimental and control classes.' No consistent diffetences were -
e found in reading achievement. However. a study by Berkun. Swanson,

f§L3HEASawyet1(1966¥-didf£ind=§ignifl9§ﬂ$lyfgreﬁkﬁtxﬂéiﬂﬁ ﬁQEhEQQQQPPQQ L

‘than for self-contained reading classes (ES = +.32). However, this
' article provides few details of the treatment prchdu;eg. and may

suffer from pretest differences between the experimental and control
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groups (all data presented are posttests adjusted for pretests).

A study by Provus (1960) of regrouping for mathematics provides

the best evidence in favor of this practice. Experimental students

"in}i.n.
ol

e R R
i e

in eleven classes in a suburb of Chicago were regrouped from theig

oot

hgtefogeneous homerooms into relatively homogeneous mathematics

classes at the same grade level. Achlievement gains for students in

*
i

these classes were compared to those of students matched on IQ who

remained in heterogeneous classes all day. One_effect of the

..

regrouping was to allow high achievers to be exposed to material far

AN

e

above th . .ade level; there were cases of fourth graders finish-

Fo

ing”the ye¢ working on eighth grade material. Perhaps for this

i

reason, achievement gains for high ability students in the regroup-
ing program were much greater than those of comparable control stu-
dents (ES = +.79), but the program was less spectacularly beneficial
for average ability (ES = +.,22) and low abil;ty students (ES =
+.15) .
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In. contrast, Davis a-Trecy-t1963)‘found"that'reg:oupinb for
L Jmathematics was detrimentel to. the atnievement o£ students in a

"rurel North Ca:clina tcwn.' cheve:. this study ccmpered only twc
schools and there were substantial achievement differences at pre~

ﬁﬁee-.. test,. Alsc. it is important. to ncte thet o Aattempt was: -made. to

provide differentiated materials to\themregrcuped classes; all

T
R
g
R

classes used grade 1eve1fagprop;iete texts.,

e e el s

Finally, three studies investigated the effects of regrouping in
multiple subjects. "In a study by Koontz (1961) in Norfolk, Virgi-
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nia, experimental students were: separately grouped according to
their achievement in reading. mathematics. and language. At other

times students remained in "intact classes," but it is unclear
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whether these were ability grouped or'hete:ogeneous, This method

éﬁ approaches a departmentalized arrangement, as students changed

é | classes three or four times each day. 1Its effects on all three sub-
éf_ ‘jects involved turned cat to be negative, particularly for reading,
é' ~ vhere the heterogeneous, self-contained classes gained .42 grade

equivalents more than the regrouped stndents. A study by Balow and

Rudell (1963) evaluated regrouping for reading and math, and found
§ positive effects in both subjects for average and low achievers.

However, pretest differences favoring the experimental (regrouped)

classes throw some doubt on these findings.

fe - Finally, Morris (1969) studied a program in which regrouping was
done for reading and math. The program was called a "nongraded pri-

%e mary plan® by the author, but since regrouping was done within grade

4
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‘ “alevels, it was categorized as a.ragroaping-p:Ogram.f'0vera11 studant
| aachievement at the end of three yeara waa highet 1n.the :egroupad ’
'Jclaaaes than in heterogeneoue ‘contrel. groups, - controlling for 10 (Es“duﬂﬂd“
= +.43). After two more years during which all studenta, axperimen-”

st ald aa well a8 control. ‘were in a- regrouping “plan, - the—former axpet- EEARE:

1menta1 atudents ‘had greatly increased their: advantage over the con-
trol group (ES = +1,20).

ﬂmmaxxan.dnmmm Wmmmmm
overall. the results of atudies of regrouping for reading and mathe-

matics are inconclusive, None of the grouping patterns evaluated
were conaistently_auccasaful. although .one ‘study (Provus, 1960). . gave

strong evidenae favoring the .use r - regrouping in mathematics 1f

- '.students are given materials appropriate to their levels of perfor-
‘mance. Another study (Morris, 1969) found strong positive effects

of regrouping for reading and mathematlca. This study also.empha-
sized adaptation of the level of instruction to accommodate student
differences. In contrast to the situation with ability grouped
class assignment, where there ia adeQuate high quality evidence to
conclude that no important effects of ahility grouping exist, it is
still quite possible that ragrouping for one or two subjects is
instructiohally effective, and evidence from studies of Joplin and
nongraded plans, summarized in the following section, provides some
support for this possibility. However, more research is needed to

establ ish the achievement effects of regrouping within grade levels.
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The Joplin plan: (Floyd, 1954) is in its . sinplaatwtorm an exten--
aion of ragrouping for reading to allow for grouping hy reading
'level acroee grade level lines. This practice typically createa .

“reading clasaes in which all students are working at the same or at

- most two reading levela. 80 that within-.loes aoiiity grouping may Sl
2 be reduced or.eliminated. “The tradeoft between within-class (raad-. o
. ing groups). and between-class (Jopl in) ability grouping.ia a pivotal

issue in studies of the Joplin plan. which may be conceptualized -not '%E
E - as abiiity grouping versus heterogeneous grouping but as between- | ';%

~versus within—clase grouping (see, for example. Newport, 1967)., In -

contrast, studies of regrouping for reading within grades maintain

eading groups within the class, although ‘there may be . some reduc- .
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Nongraded plans chare with the Joplin plan the idea of grouping

tion in the number of reading groups used.

Aedieiman,

5 students according to performance level in a specific ekill, ignor- -
4 ing grade level or &age. Some forms of nongraded grouping are very %%
. similar to the Joplin plan, except that they are applied ia the pri- Eﬁi

maryerather than intermediate grades and have been utilized in sub-

jects other than reading. Some nongraded plans incorporated the

e N ey e e S
, L
b Jprch 5 amﬁ?‘. A

g" “practice of allowing students to spend two or four years in the pri-
?- ‘ mary grades if their progress warranted acceleration or additional
lg. time, respectively, but it is unclear how often students actually

;% deviated from the three-year norm., One study (McLoughlin, 1970)

‘%f . found that students in nongraded plans hardly ever compl eted the

"
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:Table 34Here

T ) g - A e CE
%j Table 3 summarizes the research on the JOplin Plan and Joplin- - ?ii
nip{_like nongraded plans. The Table includes several studies (e.g., ,%&
?”‘"Hillson et al., 1964) whose experimental groups were described as | j§§
nongraded or ungraded but which more closely resembled the Joplin f jf
-Plan, in that only one subject (usually reading). was 1nv01ved. ‘The o '{gg
W'listudies listed 1n Table 4 evaluated more comprehensive nong:aded [»§
EE.:-'.'"l?-P.I?'gsi. tnvolving several subjects and such additional features as . "sﬁg%
) team teaching, 1ndividualized 1nstruction, and learning centers. _l%%
'However, it should be noted that the division-of.s;uéies-of non- fﬂéﬁ

" graded plans into Tables 3 and 4 is not exact. ‘Several studies do ":ﬁig
3

not adequately describe their nongraded plans, and others vary on a

continuum from completely Joplin-like (e.g., Skapski, 1960) to

S

highly complex flexible grouping plans (e.g., Bowman, 1971). As

.
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nongraded plans incorporate more of the features proposed by Geodlad

and Anderson (1963), they cease to be just ability grouping plans,

By but come to resemble forms of the open classroom (Giaconia and

¢  Hedges, 1982) or of Individually'Guided Education (Klausmeier, Ross-
v miller, & saily, 1977). |
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‘;.JOplin Plen.: Joplin classes achieved more than control claeees 1n
:'feleven of fourteen comnuriaone. with the:remaining”thre' |
| .finding no difterences._ The. median effect eize for theee etudiesiis;
"‘giabout +.45. Eurther. the guelity of thee‘
| uetng rendom eeeignment and ten ue:lng :matching

saoplin Plan 1n rural Michigan. Fifth and~eixth grede etudents were f

QJoplin and four conerol classes. Teechere were aleo tand*lly

-aeeigned to treatmente. Because there were only two\aoplin cleesee ;

'.be done was 1im1ted. and control groupe were ability grouped (within:

-f'grede). yet the authors etill document a coneiderable reduction 1n

would have been possible with larger numbers of classes. Whatever

Overall. the evidence in Table 3 strongly eupporte the uee o£~the@

A R

istudiesiieghigh, with twof

_..___...._._t._.

:th;good,euidence of*
1n1tia1 eguality..y_ T .

Morgan and Stucker (1960) conducted a randomized study of the e

at euch grude level, the amount of croes-grade grouping that could =

[

cleee heterogeneity a8 a result -of. cross-grade assignment. f' ".jﬁéﬁi

Resulte indicated significantly higher echievement in the Joplin
Plan for high and low achievers in £ifth gradee and low achievers in-
the sixth grades. The authorse explain the failure to find experi-
mental-control .differences for high achieving sixth grades by noting

that because of the small number of classes involved in the study,

high achieving sixth graders could not be accelerated as much as

[ g
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the explanation, larger experimental-control differencee for low

N AE I I 5
1 -—JE‘%M. MRS

achievers (ES = +.94) than for high achievers (ES = +,32) are

s



S Hilleon. Jonee. Moo:e, and Van Devende: (1964) etudied a non- |
a'k;graded program aimila: to the Joplin Plan.$ They randomly assigned
i:atudenas_and teachere tp nongraded'o: traditional claaeee;;_étudents

*in the nong:aded claaeee were aesigned to hetetogeneeus clasees but

"'regrouped acroee grade 1evele fo: reeding. Theyzi:oceeded through

1

BT AR
P T

'nine reading levele, and were continually regrouped on the basis of

i
»

their teading pe:formance.- Within each xeading elaas teachers-had %z;
emultiple reading g:oups and usged traditional baeal ‘readers and f%ﬁ
| inetructional methode (3. W noore, Personal COmmunication. January g;;
-23,1986) . | s
The teeults of this study supported the efficacy of the nongraded “f%%
F-program. After three eemeeters. reading scoxes. for - experimental _ggg
. students on th:ee standa:dized scalee were‘eonaiderably higher than f%%
for control students (ES = +.72, or about‘.41 grade equivalents). | _“§§
After three years in the program, experimental-control differences . -t

b d
o

had diminished, but were still moderately positive (ES = +,33)

(Jones, Moore, and Van Devender, 1967).

Ten studies compared Joplin or Joplinelike nongraded classee to
matched control classes and presented evideace of initial compar-
ability. The largest of these (Russell, 1946) was done before Floyd
(1954) first described the Joplin plan, but evaluated a very similar
intervention. Students in grades 4-6 were regrouped for :eadiag

without regard to grade level. This created relatively homogeneous

-40-




g:oupa. but homogeneity waa 1ncreeeed still turther hy the uee of a
reoding g:oupa within the olessee (usually two) and hy teviewing end

'f.modifying group. asaignmenta four timee ‘per yea:. Students 1n thie
 plan, oelled "oircling, " were matched with etudents 1n other schoola |

i which did not :egroup for reeding and followed for-two yeers, from-aaenﬁﬁ

. the beginning of grade 4 to the’ beginning of grade 6. Results indi-

cated no differences between the two typegrof,g:ouping.p;ene_(ES_!
.00) . | |

It is interesting to note that the qn;y_otherimatcheo equivalent

study to £ind no adventege.for;the JOplin:plan-aleo uaed-reoding
groups within the regrouped reading clasaes. This was a study by

\Cetson and Thompaon (1964), in which atudents in gtedes 4-6 were

teg:ooped across grade lines" for,reading_but were still assigned to
teeding groups within their reading oloesee. iTheoe students' gains
in reading eohievement were compared to those o£ students assigned
by ability (within grade) to self-oonteined clesaes. ‘

The eight remaining matched equivelent studies all found positive
effects of Joplin or Joplin-like nongreded plans on student achieve-
ment. 'For example, Green and Riley (1963) compared the Joplin Plan
to the traditional methods in use in the same echools during the
previous yeer. Students in the'aoplin classes gained significantly
more in reading achievement than did studente in the earlier years
(ES = +.36) . -

In'a study by Hart (1959), grade 4-5 students were regrouped into

nine reading classes. Seven of these had only one reading level,
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a - . — - L SRR — ) .-; 3
'-ﬁ§ [one had two, and one ‘had four very low achieving groups (but may

*have uaed £ewer tban four :eading groups in the classroom). The top
fclaae was reading at the aeventh ‘grade 1eve1. and the bottom claan_f:”““"‘“*1 p

contained atudenta ranging from primer to second g:ade. second

‘:Eﬁﬁ*semeeter. students' scnzes were. compa:ed_te thoge :of . sggdents

-taught by the -same teachers the previous year, Gains on the Cali-' .}E;

et
“a '

i%; ‘fornia Achievement Test strongly favored the Joplin approach (ES =

¢

.';7"}5(‘1"",‘5

Y S

+.,89), In both the fourth and the fifth grades, Joplin groups
- gained about a full grade equivalent more than did heterogeneously

- grouped classes in earlier years.

com e ey e

Rothrock (1961) also compared Joplin Plan classes to heterogene- -

éé. ous classes which used within-class ability grouping, and found sig- é;
_és' nificantly positive effects on student reading achievement -and 5%%
i work-study skills, averaging .44 grade equivalents more than in het- '%Z
'%i 3erogeneoua classes, An 1nd1vidualized-:ead;ng-p:ogram £911 between i%%
'§§i the Joplin and:heterogeneous programs in achievement effects, Green ffi
%j and Riley (1963) found consistently g:eater-tegéing achievement “2%
é?' gains in Joplin Plan classes than in matcbed*héﬁerogeneously grouped ﬁ%§
§ classes in different schools (ES = +.,36). Every experimental class :%g
g gained significautly more than its corresponding control Qlaas. and é%
;g the average experimental-control difference in grade equivalents was :?;
%: .54. Anastasiow (1968) found no significant differences between a ?%
%1 Joplin-type regrouping plan and heterogeneous grouping, but the :§§
‘é- trends favored the Joplin Planbgroups‘(ns = +,15). ??
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.Moo:houee (1964) compared a school using the Joplin Plan to a

_hetezogeneouely gtouped control ‘school. The etudents in g:ades 4-6 |
‘were grouped 1n seven reading cleesee.f wh:ee classes contained one

readlng level, thxee contained two, and one (the loweat) contained

S students ttom five levele, with: a range ~Lxom- firat to third g:ade
" levelé. - The top class -had students working et the eeventh and

eighth grade level.  The authore note that three quatteze of all

ﬂatudents in the Joplin claseee were working at a level;difterent

f:om the ones usually ueed at their. grade 1eve1. Unfortunately. the
:eeults of the Moorhouse study are marred by pretest differences
favoring the control groups in g:adee 4 and 6. However, at all

three grade levels (1ncluding-g;ade f;ve, whexe_therenweke“no pre- i

teet'differences)) Joplin cleeeesfge}ned conggdeggbly”me:e:in reeq-'
ing achievement than heterogeneous control cieeses,'averaging gains.

of 1.24 grade equivalents in one ‘semester, more than twice the gains

geen in control classes (.61 GE).

Experimental and control classes were followed for a total of
five semesters. By the end of sixth grade, fourth graders'had
gained a total of ,50 grade equivalents more than control, Fifth
graders had gained about .40 grade eéuivalents by the end of sixth
grade, but lost this advantage by the eighth grade. Sixth graders,
who made the greatest gains initially, maintained most of that gain

through the eighth grade. Overall, the patterns of results indicate

that achievement gains due to the Joplin Plan were primarily seen
early in the program implementation and then diminished as students

entered the junior high school.
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 i-Ing£am iiQGO).evnluated.n nonginded nrognam‘veny éinilat tnthnﬁ

f studied by Hillaon et al. (1964). Students in g:adea 1-3 wern X

'Wa;f aaaigned to one . of nine :eading ievels without :egard to age.- a -
iratudents moved from grade to grade, they. picked up where they had

reading group within their reading claasea. A8 inhthe Hillapn.gt
al, (1964) study, the results strongly supported the nongraded |
fil approach. By.the end of £hree years, students in the nongraded pro-
3. gram were achieving approximately .7 grndeiéguivnlents ahead of
similar students in earliei years before nongrading (ES = +,55) on

standardized reading. gpelling. and language tests.

Hailiwell (1963) evaluated a nongraded primary program that was
‘virtually identical to the Joplin Plan. Students in grades 1-3. were
| regrouped fon reading only, and remained in'hetétogeneous clasaes
the rest of the day. Spelling was. also included in the regrouped
- classes for second and third gradere. The article is wnclear as to [
whether within-class grouping waé‘used in regrouped reading classes,

but there is some indication that reading groups were not used.

Results indicated congiderably higher reading achievement in non-

’gtaded classes than in the same school the year before nongrading

é{' was introduced (ES = + .59), Jcores were higher for nongraded stu-
dents at every grade level, but by far the largest differences were
£ for first graders, who exceeded earlier first grade classes by .94

éﬁ gtade equivalénts (ES = +1,22).

ifégﬁﬂ“left off in ‘the previous: year. - Teachers generaily had: mo:e ‘than one = i
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It is important to: note that mathematice achievement, meaeured at WM

i

| ,the second,and third grade 1evels, aleo 1ncreaeed eignificantly mezek;;
in the nong:aded claeeee than 1n p:evioug yeara (Es _ + 51’. Sinee L

e \mathematice vae not patt of the nongraded program, thie finding eug-"i‘_
) ﬁ”‘geata the poaeibility that faetore ether “than the nongtaded pzog:am S Jﬁi

might account for the 1ncreaees 1n student achievement. However.

the author netee that teachers elaimed to have been able to devote

e .
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more time to mathematics becauee the nongzaded program required less

lﬁf ~ time for readihg. spelling, ahd-lahguage instruction than they had

2
]

”“ | spent on these subjects in previous .y'eare. o e

iif A study by Skapski (1960) also evaluated the use of nongraded .

crganization for';ead;ng only. . The_detaile of the nengradeé program
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were not clearly described, but it_appears that'readingegroupe were

" e wn

-------

not used within regrouped classes ahd that carricula'and teaching

methods were traditional. Two comparisons were made. First, the -

reading scores of students in the nongraded program were compared to

R SONTL M
T ek A

A R B R R e P i

%;. the same students' arithmetic scores, on the assumption that since

o ~ arithmetic was notuinvolved_in the nongraded plan any differences R

would reflect an effect of nongradinag. Results of this -comparison

indicated that second and third grade-aged students achieved an
average of 1.1 grade equivalents higher in reading than in arith-

metic,

e | Further, scores of third graders who had spent three years in the

t

nongraded program were compared to those of students in two control

schools matched on IQ. Results indicated that the nongraded stu-
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f;%7dente aehieved-at“a;muchuhigher level in reading than did control
i

g@tudente (ﬁg uh+ 57). but there were no Qiffe:ences in. arithmetic.
| niffereacea wére petticularly latge for.. students with IQ'e of 125 or

”@?:,higher (ES = +,97), but were still quite substantial fo: etudents

'%with Q'8 in the " range 88~112 (ES ® +,82)¢ e o 4

| Only one study evaluated the use of a nongraded program in mathe~ .ie
éﬁ%i.matics. This study (Hart, 1962) took place in the same school which ..Jﬁi
f evaluated the Joplin Plan in reading in its intermediate grades 'fé
§’ (Hart, 1959). Exﬁerimehtal students were regrouped for arithmetic '%
év instruction across grade linee. and weré taught as a whole class, E
. students were freqguently aeeeseeq'on arithmetie skills and reas- %;
signed to different classes if thelr performance indicated that a %A
different level of instruction was needed. Experimentéi*etudents %

who had spent three years in the nongraded arithmetic program were é

. matched on IQ, age, and socioeeonomic status with students in simi- é%
lar schools using traditional methods. It is not stated whether S

T control claeses used within-class ability grouping for arithmetic %
; iﬁstruction. Results indicated an advantage of about one-half grade %
-%- equivalent for the experimental group (ES = +.46). %
_§ Sunmary and,giggggajgn: Joplip RPlap. Considered together, the %
'g resultes of the Joplin and Joplin-like nongraded plans are remarkably _%
% strong., Both randomized studies found positive effects on student :%
1§-. achievement, as did all but two of the ten matched equivalent stu- ri
; dies. : E.
~-46~ %
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only four studies presented results according to student ability |
ég' * levels. Morgan and Stucker <1960) found stronger poaitive effects |
N of the Joplin plan for low than for high achievers, while uoorhouse
| (1964) found the largest gains for q§gh and average_achievers,_and

" Kierstead (1963) foundino.experimental—controlfdiiiercnseaoatﬁﬂn!.“ _

level of ability. Skapski's (1960) results 1nd;catedfthat7very.ab1e
i:' students benefited the most from a Joplin-like nongraded reoding?'
| program. In no case did one subgroup gain at the expense of
another; either all ability levels goined more than thelr control

counterparts or (in the case of the Kierstead study) none did.
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Throughout its history, the concept of ”nongradedness“ has been
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presented as an ideal to which schools may aspire rather than as.a

3
¥

%; as a specific program which they may implement. Many of the studies
5 of nongraded plans, especially of the Joplin-like var*ations, apolo-
gize for their failure to fully live up to the "nongraded" ideal.
As noted earlier, implementations of programs described as nongraded
ﬁ, have ranged from simple regrouping plans for reading to very complex
interventions. For example, Carbone (1961, p. 88) poses the follow-

ing "six questions to be considered in discussing the concept of

nonqrading: ' T
_§ _ 1. Do we have clear statements of our instructional objectives
3§ organized in a realistic sequence and covering the entire
; span of our program? (Objectives) |
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4.

Se

6.
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variable

~form, the

-on different levele of sophietication 8o. that each teacheri

vidual rates (Individualized instruction)

pendent study on projects appropriate to students' interest, abili-
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Do we-have a sufficient variety of inetructional“materiala_"

can adjuet inatruction to the range. of abilities found in-y' -
each classroom? ‘(Instructional materials) | |
Are we able to move- toward greater individualization of

inetruction so that pupils can actually progreas at indi-

Are we willing to use grouping practices that are flexible
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enough to allow easy movement from,group to group within a

s rasi
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class and from class to class withinia school? (Grouping

e

S

practices)
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Do we have evaluation devices, based on our instructional

objectives, that will provide clear evidence of pupil
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R
A

attainments and thus facilitate our decisions on grouping
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and progress? (Evaluation devices)
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Are we sufficiently committed to that educational shibbo~ .

leth -~ recognizing individual differences -- to do some-
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thing about the the differences that we have.ao long only

"recognized"? (Human factors)"

es of recommended practices grouped under these six ques-
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lude use of self-teaching and self-testing materials, inde-

needs, use of independent study or instruction to very
ups (2-6 students) at least two-thirds of the day, and
amounts of time in which students graduate. In this ideal

nongraded elementary school is closer in conception to
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individualized instruction or to the open school than it is to the
Joplin Planh which does not use individualizedminstruction and

"”“reduces of eliminates withincclass ability grouping._. e

Unfortunately, studies of nongraded programs often do not specifyii'

‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘

'“‘exacgly what was impiemented.i The studies reviewed in this section

evaluated. nongraded plans which cleariy involved several subjects .

,rﬁ{— and a comprehensive approach to. nongrading as well as a few in which _f
i?  the nongraded plan was only briefly described.
;gi Overall, the studies of comprehensive nongraded plans are less ;
i consistent in finding benefits ‘of these programs than are studies of :;g
. Joglin-like nongraded plans. but the median effect size is stili ; jé
moderately pogitive (ES = + 29). However, there.is a tendency for - _ﬁ%}
3 ‘the higher-quality studies to produce 1arger effect sizes than the cgz
lowes~quality ones. For exampie, a large matched-equivalent study f{%%
-
by Hickey (1963) found that students in nongraded primaries in seven :E%;
Catholic schools learned significantly moreé after three years than | fE?
did students in similar graded schools (ES = +.46). Similar results ’?%
were obtained in matched equivalent studies by Buffie (1962; ES = ‘%%
‘ ++35), Remacle (1971; ES = +.,31 grade eguivalentsi. and Machiele E%
F (1965; ES = +.50). H~wever, in none of these studies were the non- X
%i' graded programs clearly described. B
?i i Brody (1970) evaluated a nongraded program in which first and
g | second graders had to pass a series of sequential steps in several
é- subjects at 90% mastery, and were placed in groups according to
ri : their mastery of specific skills (regardless of grade level), Ver=-
~49-




'-Edﬁztical advancement of studenta was strongly emphasized. At ﬁhc ‘time .

mof aeseaament, firct gtaders had been 1n thia pzooram one year and .

ftcautly moxe. than did students matched on IQ in graded claases (ES

{eiﬁia *, 23)._ ‘Effects were particulcrly large-in mathematics {ES =
Foa, 52). This study was comewhat flawed by the fact that before

matching, the nongraded etudents were 5.4 points higher in IQ than
their graded counterparts.

The only matched equivclent study to find nc differences in
achievement between nongreded and ¢+aded programs was one-by Otto
(1969) , which took place in a 1abcratoty school at the University of
fjd_ Texas. Unlike most of the studies of comprehensive nongraded plans,
the Otto study fully described the nongraded interv:intion, which was
designed to be a full-scale implementation of the Goodlad and Ander-
son (1963) nongraded. plan.

Unfortunately, esperimental and control groups did not differ on
many elements held to be essential to the nongraded program. Teach-

ers of the nongraded classes did assign students to instructional

groups acrose grade lines and did have students use more individual-
-ized materials and provided less whole-class_instruction than did
teachers in the graded program. However, the nongraded classes did
not use more subgroups than graded classes and did not reduce the

heterogeneity of subgroups. Because the experiment took place in a
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laboratory school, it may be that control classes were of high qual-
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ity and control teachers may have used many aspects of nongrading in

do

aecend gradera two yea:s, but both gtoups of students gained aign1~”"
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,unive:sity 1aboratory school. by Ross -(1967). .10 Efauea to £1nd cnf-.

uieide of a university laboreto:y echool wae”one studicd;nyﬂaow;;m i

AT N g S L

their claeeee.\ It 18 1nteteet1ng to note that enothet atudy 1n e

Pe:heps the moet compteheneive nomgraded:ptogram_evaluated out-ﬁ:-

(1971). in which 1ndividuelized 1nstruction. tecm teaching, £1ex1b1e'
grouping, and lea:ning centers we:e used. This one-yea: study found:_
sttong positive effects on che achievement of 1nte:ediate etudents '
(ES = +.52) but not of primary students. (ES = .06).. Rillough (1972)!"' ;
aleo found eignificantly poeitive effects of a. comprehensive non- |
graded program 1mpaemented in an open-spece school, although ‘the
detaile of .the 1ntervention are not described..

The only etudy to find higher achievement in graded than ungradedh'j
schools was also perhape the lowest in methodological quality. Thie_
is a study by carbone (1961) which compa:ed the achievement of stu-.
dents in traditional graded schools to those in schools mentioned by

Goodlad and Anderson (1959) as nongraded, controlling for IQ scores.
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The students involved were in gradee four, five, and six, which is
to say one, two, or ehree years (respectively) after thelr experi-
ence in the nongraded primary. Fufther. there were eubetantial_lo
differences between the two sets of students, and teacher questionn-
naires 1ndica£ed very few differences between the two sgets of teach-

ers in reported classroom practices,

Another study, by Hopkins, Oldridge, and Williamson (1965), found

no achievement differences between greded and nongraded classes

~51~
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. It is; 1nte:eet1ng to note that. probably because it eppee:ed o
#early in the nongreding movement. the Catbone (1961) study was: taken
by eeveral revieweres of this lite:ature a5 a se:ioue countetweight

??to the positive findinge of other studiea. For example, this wes

jﬁthe only negative evidenee cited in a review done by the Natiomel
f}Edueation Aesociation (1967). yet the review- eoncluded that *no con—_
_elueive data favoring nongtaded otganization ovet the g:a@ed or
":graded over the nongraded can. be found in etudlea made ‘80 far. but
;jthe prepondezance of studies eppears tq be favorable (pege 168) .

ﬁnmmﬁxx and cues {enile nedve Nong) ;;"}x;gqg; Qvetall,
.{the data from studies of compreheneive nongieéed plans. auppo:te the
use of this grouping plan (also. see Pavan, 1973) . Exeluding~studiee
w done in university laboratory schools and the eeziouslj flemea car-
bone (1961) study, the median effect size rises to about +.33. 1wo
_etudies (Hickey, 1963:(Buff1e. 1962) found that the effecee of non-
graded programs were particularly positive for high achievers, and
%  Bowman (1971) found that older students benefitted more “han younger
£ ones. It may be that students need a certain level of maturity or

self-organizational skills to benefit from a continuous-progress

program which includes a good deal of independent work.
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'betwaen-class abiiity grouping in many impottant waya. rst. this Ei

'reeearch is considerabiy more likely to use. xandom aasignment than

;é?_ffws"uis resenrch on between—ciass abiiity g:ouping. Five randomized atu-g
iir i'_dies met the critezia foz inclusion applied in this teview (one
;él W additionai -study, by Putbteee (1972).;flao uaed tandom assignment e
?! but was omitted because it had only one experimental and one control' i;
%f class). Second, the du:ation of within-ciaas abiiity grouping stu- ef%
?gﬁ dies is shorter, with mqat.atudies.iasting about one semester. égi
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Research on within-clasa ability grovuping is summarized in Table
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5. Every study which met the inclusion criteria involved the use of

LS

ST St

math groups, although Jones (1248) also studied grouping in reading

o
ey
y

3 and spelling. The lack of studies of gronping in reading is sur~

%’ priging. It may be that this practice is so widespread that forma-
%i tion of ungrouped control groups is difficult to arrange, even on an
g; experimental basis.

ﬁ% Every study of within-class ability grouping in mathematics

5. favored the practice, thougn not always significnntly. The median
?g effect size for the five randomized studies is +.,32; inclnding'
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;matched atuaies makea the med!an only slightly h;gher.; pive studies IR

%*aowever. 1t 13 lnteresting to note that the median effect aiéeffor

~low achievers (Es = +.65) waa higher than that for average (Es L
+.27) or high achievers (Es - 41). i' | |

Slavin and Rarweit (1985) conducted two 1a:ge :andomiaed studies
h_of within—class abtlity grouping. one in highly heterogeneous.q N
¢-ftacially mixed schools 1n w11m1hgton, DE (Bxperimen£ 1), and ooe¢in
| :elatively homogeneoua. predominately white schools 1n and around

::Hagerstown. MD (Experiment 2).

,

In Experiment 1, grade 4-6 claaaes were :andomly assigned to. one
-'of three treqtmonts, One, an 1ndividualizea model, 16 not conaid-
efed here.‘ A second was a wholevclass_1nst;qctiopa1 mode;;colled
the Missouri Mathematics Program (MHP); which had boen'founo in ear-
lier research (Good & Grouws, 1979) to be.moxe"effeogive_ﬁhan tradi-
tional whole-class instruction. The MMP, based on the findings of
studies of the practices of outstanding elementary mathematics

teachere (e.g., Good & Grouws, 1977), uses a regular sequence of

teaching, controlled practéce, independent seatwork, and homework,
with an emphasis on a high ratio of active teaching to seatwork,
teaohihg mathematics in the context of meaning, and management stra=-

tegies intended to increase student time on~task (Good, Grouws, &
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| Reeulte ofithe aemeetez-long study 1ndieeted aigniiiccntly highe:ﬂ_
achievement 1n ebility grouped than in whole~c1aee 1nat:uctien (Es -

:+.32)._ Effeeta were laxge for . mathematics eomputationa (Es - +.64)
pbut the:e were no diffeteneee 1n cemeepte and epplicatlona (ES -
.f”e°°)e

T

Expe:tment 2 imvolved the aeme eomperleena. except that an -
unt:eated eont:ol gtoup ‘was elae edded.. The results very eloaely

*pe:allelled those ot Experiment 1y studente in the ebility gtoqped L

“ﬁlfmpdel echieved eignificanelx more than- thoae in the two who;e-cleas -djﬁfi
:‘methode (ES = +.27). with differencee larget: in methematiea computa=
tions (ES = +,37) than concepts end-applicetions (ES = +.17),

Dewar (1964) randomly assigned sixth gtede mathematics classes
and their teachers in a suburb of Kansas City, ¥S to uee'with;n-
clage ability grouping oe vhole~class instruction for a full school
year. Three math groups were used in the grouped clagges. Results
strongly favored the grouped classes for astudents who had been in
the top, middle, and low groups in comparison to their counterparts
in the control group (Es = +.,55). In a similar atudy, Smith (1960}
randomly assigned grade 2-5 classes to grouped or control conditions

55~
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'Qdomly eeeigned.four eixthégraae

Tfreeulte nearly wiped out this difference (Es - + 07).- It is 1mpor-f*

low achievers in classes using math groups to that of students

itor five monthe.. wjthin each grade level studente 1n experimentalr_,;

mathematice ‘clagses to nbility

‘grouped. ot whole-clees treatments for ‘one eemester and then had all
teelaesee experience the opposite treatment for one semeater. After__;:
1Jﬂone eemeeter the ecores o£ the ebility grouped studente were highertﬁ
fithan thoee of tbe control etudents (Es w +, 30). ‘but - eecond eemeater_“

‘tant to note that thie vas the only ‘study to use four meth groups
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rather than two or three." - - 3 s

Three nonrandomized studiee generally aupported the results of . . '£§§
the randomized onee. Spence (1958) compared the achievement gains -;g;

S I |

of students in mathematics classes using within—claee ability group=-

s Tt
e A

ing to that of etudents in control classes matched on 10 and arith-
metic achievement. Results indicated significantly greater gains
for the grouped students., Stern (1972) compared the achievement of

matched on achievement pretests. nespite_matching. pretest differ- 8 4
ences favored students in the control conditions, but gain scores
clearly favored the grouped classes (ES = +.,36). Note that these

low achievers were not in homogeneously low classes, but were




”favo:ed grouped cleaeee for all three aubjecte and fo: three levele e
-of ability (evete;l ES = +,26). Information adequate for computa- _ fg%

‘studies used random assignment of cleeaee to treetmente and eample

aeleeted £rom emong hetexOgeneous math claeaea ueing or not using E ¢|x§f?

: Y

} - [ O e N ] B 1 T

withir-claee ahility g:ouplng.“,m

A etudy uy Jonea (19483 aleo compered matched etudente 1n diffe:-_-,

The experimenta; t:eatment ueed An, this ,1

study ia not well specified. but did 1nvolve w{thin—claae g:ouping _' ,
of some kind for reeding. spelling. and methematice. Results :

tion of effeet eizes'wee only prpvided for composite achievement.

me: wh.tn.-_c.lm Ly Grouping. Research
on the use of math groups. coneiatently eupports thie practiee in the

S

upper elementary gredea., Among.reaeerch on abil;;y g:gupingrin_genf, Lo

To e 2T

eral, this research is of exceptional quality. Five well=-controlled

i
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sizes large enough to minimize the potential impeet of teeeher
effects. |
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There is no evidence to suggest that achievement gains due to
within-class ability grouping in mathematice are achieved at the
expense of low achieversy; if anything, the evidence indicates the

ms

greatest gaine for this subgroup. This finding is surprising‘in .g
light of several studies of ability grouping in reading suggesting 'ﬁg
that students in low reading groups experience a lower quality of 'Q?
instruction than do those in higher groups (see, for example, Rist, ‘.

1970; allington, 1980; Eder, 198l1). Time on task is generally lower
in low than in high reading groups (Gambrell, Wilson, & Gantt, 1981;
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fGood & Beckerman. 1978: Maxtin & Everteon. 1980) and there is some .

459“09 that low. reading groups recedve 1ower-1eve1 queetiona _”_w if"d“;J”

' high groups.‘ A few etudiee (e.g., weinetein. 1976) find thot :ead-o_
“;anﬁing ‘group: menbership. p:edicts student.. performance even Af student '

t

Efﬁ;; ability is statistically controlled.

L vet comparisons of high and.lo reading groups are largely com- R
" parisons of more and less able or proficient students, not compari- o

G sons of differeut classroom:organ;zotion methods. It is hardly sur-

prising that high and low achievers differ and that their teachers'
ﬁ;': behaviors differ accordingly. COmparieone of’achieVementigains in
E%" high and low reading groups are bound to show an advantage of being
E%?* in the high group because high achievere learn more. :apidly than low
- achievers. and unlees measuges ueed to control for initial ability
are perfectly reliable and perfectly predictive of 1cter reading

aohievement. assignment to the high reading group will appear to

ﬁ{f lead to higher achievement (see Relchardt, 1979).

However, comparison oi relative achievement gains or other dif-

é‘ ferences between high and low reading groups only indirectly eddress

%’ the critical question: What are the most effective 1nstructiona1
E‘ arrangements for low achievers (as well as average and high achiev-
%1 ers)? In elementary mathematics, the evidence presented here sup-

A ports the use of within-class ability grouping for all students,
i especially low achievers. It cannot be assumed that results in

;o mathematics can be applied to reading, but it is certainly the case
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' _e'that only expe:imental comparisone of grouped end ungrouped :eading
- claesee of the kind done to etudy_meth grouping ean dete:mine the

The previous diecuaaion ia baeed on the aaaumption that eny |
;Leffect of within—claas ability grouping ;e 1m lntge p@rt due to the P
T i:_reduetione 1n hete:ogeneity 1t bringe about. Howeve:, the:e 18 one
I lstudy which raiaes eome question about thie aasumption. This study. .'g

et

a dissertation by Eddleman (19703, compered within-class ability
ik | gtouping in mathematics to a within-class grouping plan in which
lﬁj_ students were assigned to three‘hg;exggenggna eubgroupa. There. wae
.  some diffetentietion of instruetionel level for etudents in th
ability grouped clesaee, but 1n all other. respects the teacher's
| 'methode in the two groups were 1dent1cal, with 1netruction.given to

one group at a time while the other two groupa worked problems at

2. thelr deeks. CIasees were ‘randomly aesigned to treatmente. with the

same teachers teaching classes ueing homogeneous ana heterogeneoue

B e 15k LT .
ool T S Bl AR e N 2

i subgroups.

Results of the nine-week study slightly favored the heterogeneous
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grouping plan (ES -.-.16).-eUnfprtunately, there was no "=qrouped
control condition, so it is impossible to determine wheﬁher the two
forms of subgrouping were equelly effective or ‘equally ineffective;
the brevity of the study suggests the‘latte:. However, if future

g gl
.

?!1-
4
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E? research were to establish that within-class ability grouping and

'%‘ within-class heterogeneous g:ouping were equally effective (and more
1§7 effective than ungrouped arrangements), we would have to reconceptu~
5 . :
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;n¢f7a1ize the nsual explanatione for the effectivenees'of within-c.ass .

,ability ‘grouping, For. example, it ~may be that within—clees ab;lity

: g:,fgrouping 1ncreeses achievement by reducing the size of instruction -

erﬂgroupe (say, from thirty to ten) or by etructuring the teacher '8
;ﬁiﬁiinstruetionel time.more effer*tvely rather than.having enything to.

“- do with reducing homogeneity (see Slavin and Rarweit, 1984)-

'Eﬂg Clearly, research directed at explaining the achievement effects of

within-class ability grouping is needed. o '

Discugsici

~ "Many previous reviewers of .the ebi;ity grouping literature have
‘--cherecterized the'evidence_as7e muddle or a meee (e.g., Borg, 1965;
Papsow, 1962). However, earlier reviewers have generally combined
Eg; é;ementery with secondary research, good,quality-éith hopelessly
§e“'biesed studies, research on comprehensive ability grouping plans

with that on epeeiai programs for the gifted or learning disabled,

and in some cases, research on between-class ability grouping with

%; that on within-class grouping.

When the scope of the review is limited to methodologically ade-

% quate studies of comprehensive ability grouping at the elementary

level and different types of ability grouping are reviewed sepa-

R PR

rately, the results are surprisingly clear cut for most types of
grouping. The best evidence from randomized and matched equivalent

studies unequivocally supports the positive achievement effects of
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the use of within-clasa ability grouping in mathematics and'of‘dop-

1in and nongraded plans in reading. In contrast. ‘there is no, sup- L J\ﬂ

port for the practice of assigning students to self-contained

classes according to general ability or performance level, and there

~are enough good quality studies of this practice that if there .\re ;ﬁ& ﬂ

any effect, it would surely have been detected.' Bvidence on the
~ effects of regrouping within grade. levels for reading and mathemat-
ijcs is unclear, and there is no methodologically adequate evidence '

concerning the use of reading.groups.

The conclusion of the research reviewed here for practice may be
quite simple: Use the grouping methode which have been. found to be
effctive (within-clase ability grouping in mathematics, Joplin and _
nony,caded plans in reading), and avoid those which have not been
found to be effective. In particular, ‘there is good reason to avoid |
ability grouped class assignment, which- seems to have the greatest
'potential for negative gocial effects since 1t entirely separates
students into different streams (gee Rosenbaum, 1980) . However,
there is much more we must understand abotr how various ability
groupiny plans have their effects. . A theory able to encompass the
research findings is needed. The remainder of this paper explores
the findings and other evidence in an attempt to extract general

 principles of grouping for instruction in the elementary school.
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The primary teaecn educato:a groupmstudents eccording to ability ”f‘ﬂ“?
or perfoxmence level is to eneble teachers to pzovide 1h3 t"ction o
%2*clgge1y auited_to the readineee anﬂ needs gimﬂifferentiptgdents. 1 n. _gg” if
.}ﬁ . highly diverae claaa, it is. argued, one . level and pece of instruc—

: ticn is 1ikely to be too easy for some students and/or tao difficult

for others. Ability grouping is suppoeed to :educe stndent hetero-

; geneity 30 that an appropriate pace and level of instthctich is pro- ’ng
# “vided for most students. -Egg
3 Hacing instruction be carefully acccmmcdated to students' level féi
of readiness is probubly more important in some subjects than in _E;F
others. In general, subjecte in which skills build upon one another @%;
in a hieratchical faahion (e.g., mathematics. reading) should ‘%g
require more accommodation to individual differences in learning 'ég

tete than subjects in which learning the next skill or concept is

e

o

less' clearly dependent on mastery of earlier material (e. g., gocial
studies, science). The reason for this is that with hiezarchically
organized subjects, there is a risk that if the teacher proceeds too
rapidly, some students will lack the prerequisite skills needed to

learn new material, while if the teacher takes the time needed tc

ensure that all students have prerequisite skills, the more able

studente will waste a great deal of time.

Ability grouping is one logical way out of the dilemma'posed by

g_ having to choose one instructional pace for a diverse group in a

PRI TR AR R R sy SRR

hierarchical subject. Yet if an ability grouping plan is to have




fthefdcaited'eﬁfgct.?thggg"azéiat least three criteria it must

”5i§aat1 {yz o R i o

1. The grouping plan muse measurab&y :educe student heterogeneity

S & .f.hs 17 ‘mn be:lng tauggt;

. R
L BEE

AT Ky S e -

2. ~The plan must be flexible enough to allow teachers to :espond to' ‘
~missassignments and changes in studgng pq;:grmgncg-leyel-afterr -
initial placement; and | . | | -t

3. Teachers must actually vary their pace and level of instruction _55*

o -
’%;l.:":‘;.:.

(RS R P T

¥ to correspond to students' levels of readiness and lea:aing

- rates.

As noted earlier, research on the-effgct of grouping on class

hetetogeneity has found that in the_aituaticn typical 9f eléméntd:y

i,

L Cadr ot
¢ SN e DR L e RS

achoola wvhere students are divided into two or three 'homogeneous“

L
fri

N
i

gzoups. the actual reduction in heterogeneity brought about ‘may be

) quite minimal. This is particularly “true when students are assigned

'gih_ to clésses on the basis of 10 or of a gene:alﬁmeasure of perfor-
mance, as imperfect correlatiors between thege-méagﬁres and ‘actual
performance in any particular subject leave a‘gréat deal of hetero-
geneity in the supposedly homogeneous classes (Goodlad & #nderson.

1963; Balow, 1962; Clarke, 1958; Balow & Curtin, 1966).
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i Thus, ability grouped class assignment generally fails to meet

the first of the three criteria listed above; a one-time assignment

by general ability is unlikely to create enough homo ity on any

e particular skill to make an instructional differenc
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_-Ability grouped class assignment is alao'unlikely'to ful£411 “he

jsecond ctiterion. flexibility. Transferting students ‘between. self- i"_iﬂﬁtﬂ .

s _'..... PR 4 ._.,.‘....'..'.. .._Lz‘ B L Ay

ﬁsfcontnined claaaea is difficult to ar:ange, so students who. ate

t:ﬁf:mi.asgigngd or whose. achievement level ma:kedly changes ove: time .

:lf“ate 11ke1y to :emain in the self-contained ciaas. “In contraat._
o :egrouping and Joplin and nongraded plans group students based on =
their performance in a.snssifis gkill, and. are 1nhe:ent1y more flex-. ”1;§"
e ible than ability grouped class assignment, as changing students ' '

. between regrouped classes only involves one sub;ect, not a change 1n B3

students' main class identification. S8imilaily, within-class abil-

- ity grouping 15 done based on performance in a particular skill. and

is -the eaaieat grouping plan to alter based on changes in student | -%?
performange.

.

= ‘To what extent do teachers adapt their lgvel'apd pace of instruc- b

'
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tion to the needs of different ability groups? Research comparing

‘.]g:_
wof

3

alternative grouping arrangements has not examined this question in

al

i

any depth, but there are some clues. Studies by Barr an? Dreeben -
(1983) found that teachers do adapt their instructional pace to

accommodate the aptitudes of reading groups, but they also found

%%Kﬁgﬁwﬂ&“m

T

congiderable variation from school to school and teacher to teacher

" in pacing for groups of similar aptitudes,

ki

G

%: Some indirect evidence suggests the importance of adapting

instruction to student differences. One form of grouping often seen

i

v, in mathematics instruction involves assigning students to three

' .
T

3N

ability groups within the class. . The teacher presents one lesson to
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the olaas a8 a whole, and while students are doing seatwork. viaits ” ]i;.
;xfmmith.the Low: ability. group. to, provide additional oxplanation. the ;g;;;g B

.high group to provide enrichment. and the middle group‘to provide

| some of eaoh._ Note that this strategy does not adapt he paco or

'tgf Jhdﬁlevel of inatruotion to otudent needsfﬂ

::J’evel (Bierden. 19693 Mortlocls. 1970) and ‘one. in a community °°11 ege
(Merritt, 1973) found no significant differences.between'this type

= _Qot within-class ability grouping ‘and traditional whole-olase
_{i_ . instructior, much in contrast to the studies of within-clasa ability

"grouping plana .n whioh level and paco of instruction were adapted

to student pertormance levels.
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one critical feature of the succesaful Joplin/nongraded plana is
frequent. careful assesament of otudent performanoe 1evels and pro-

vision of materials appropriate to these levels regardleas of stu- .

PP S

dents' grade levels. In.thesge plans. adaptation of inotruotional
pace and level to student needs is as gredt as it could pooaibly be

Kkt ST

short of individualization; in one study of the Joplin Plan (Moor~- "

o ' .. _’ :;‘}‘__:'.‘ ,"lk.’. ‘ .47":1_...;::::"' .
sy s SR e ey
X . . . Y

§ house, 1964) it was noted that "three~quarters of the (grade 4-6 _gg
%; experimenta;) students were reading material eithor above or below{ ,:b§§
: the grade level they would usually be asked to attempt in the graded &

eystem® (pp. 281-282). ) | %

In contrast, a study of regrouping for reading by Moses (1966)
iy instructed experimental teaghé§§>to use only materials appropriate
to students' grade levels and to follow the school district's usual

course of study. This study found no significant advantages of




g zility gtouping (Es " +.05). Similarly. Davis end Tracy (1963), 1n -

,._4._ LA _5_,__-__- AL O% .-«.;.L-.-.,._=:_. AL RS ST P

fgtede regrouping plan._

,,,,,

_é; “pace of instruction, noting that “,..it was poeeible for a fcunth

§§. gteder... to advance to eixth grade or even eighth grade work hy the

%ﬁm_end of the school year." COntrol (ungxouped) studente we:e alao

thﬂable to go beyond.theit designated grade level, but presunably did
anot do so as often as did experimental students. Thie etudy £ound

* gtrong poeitive effects of regrouping on. mathematics achievement (ES
L] +.39) [} . .

0f course, Joplin and nong;aded plans can be seen asg forms of
regrouping for reading and/or mathematics which go to great lengthe
' to adapt the level and pace of imstruction to that of the regrouped
éﬂ " classes. In fact, it could be argued that it is not the cross-grade
aspect of Joplin/nongraded plans that accounts for their etfecte,
but rather the fact that students in these plans are carefully
assessed and given instruction appropriate to thelr needs in the

regrouped classes.

Taken together, the evidence points to a conclusion that for

¢ ability grouping to be effective at the elementary level, it must
‘E' create true homogeneity on the specific skill being taught and
{' .

-66~

;etudy of - :eg:ouping £n:.mathematice,_held~expetimentel_end*centrolggfijﬁ
““eacbeze to the same grade-level textbooke.i In thie study, “contrel -

?etudente gained more in achievement than did etudente in the within—e;ﬁé}l:

S " An othetwiee eimiler study of within-gtade tegrouping for mathe— -
: natice ny Provue (1960) did allow for diffetentiation of level and |

-
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Critica of ability grouping (e.g., Oekes, 19853 Schefer & Olexn._f'

f'”{lQ?l; Rosenbnum. 1980) have often noted the detrimentalfpeychologi-"

cal effect of being placed in a low achieving claas or track.__An- :

: 'interview with a former delinquent about his discovery thet he had
_»been asaigned to the 'baeic track" in junior high achool illnstratea,f:

this theme (from Schafer & Olexa, 1921, pp. 6

_ :elass. but
= .changed "us., - That
‘the aynwe xhought Aabout -

o ' g d - 'r ‘was-W’.th nw (ele: ntat
'-"héh*the¥”wen'%an"Beﬁarated g == tha
«changéd:ou

meach other, and turned us to enegi,

' When YOu'fitst go to jun’"r hig
thing inside ~= itig. Yike: a e
taryto junior high. you:feel gre | u.

- shiTt. that ‘says Browh- ~Junior-‘High g 2 Pr ;
“ghirt. . But .then you: go: ug there: ‘and: the teacher BAYE —- *

. "Well, so and so, ou're‘ n the bagic section, you can't go-
with the other kide. " The dévil ‘with the‘wRole thing -~ you
lose - eomething in you - like it goes out of you,

The anguigh expressed by the student who was aseigned to the
bagic track ig interesting in light of the high probability that the

student had been in low reading groups in elementary school, but he \n

still perceived being 'seperated“ into different classes as a com-
pletely new and much more serious affront to hise self-esteem, With-
in-class grouping generally takes place within the conteskt of a more

or less heterogeneous class, and a student still identifies with the
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class 85 a whole, Ability grouped class aeslenmentohowever- o
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;differeut species of . human being;\whete thoae aaaignedzyo ;ow read-

 ing or math groups in heterogeneous classes may see this placement
- as being done to. help them. pa:ticula:ly 1f aasignment to g:oups is
\f”flexible and 1s clearly focuged on achievement in a particulat sub-'

-iijecto? o

~ Teachers'. expectétidns and. behaviors'may‘also be different in
diiterent types of ability g:ouping. Not au:prisingly. teachers
prefer to teach higher-achieving students (NEA, 1958) and have -

highez expectations for their achiovement. ‘These. expectations can
have an impact on teachers' behaviora and students' achievement (see
Good and-Brophy. 1984)., For example. in a study of Air Force train-

.....

-é : ‘ing. Schrank (1969) had students réndomly assigned to classes, but

B e Wt B g Pl
URCERAGE bl «d G
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2 told instructors that the classes were grouped ny'qbility. Classes
b3 which had been (falsely) identified as high achieving in fact

33 achieved more than did classes identified as low achieving.

The problems of teachers' low expectations for students in low=

,.
e nd e Yag
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i track classes and their dislike for being assigned to these low .
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achieving classes are largely alleviated in Joplin and nongraded
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plana. in which zeading classes are formed across age lines. This

; ;claas may conta!n high—achievlng young atudents and““-

:_'lou-aehieving older atudents, so homogeneity for 1nsttuction mqy be

.....

:.'achievedhwithout establishing clasaes that teachera*do‘notjwantﬁto: A

'achieving atudents in nongraded plans progress ftom teading level to B

_:ﬂ; reading level rathe: than remaining year afte: year in the low zead- 3%;

» ';iifing group. . ;gg
Teachers may have low expectations for students in low reading or : uii

| -i'math g;ggps, but there is some evidence that : theyitry tOtbring low  §§
gtoups wp to the level of the rést of the claas. For exampae. Rowan N

. & niracle (1983) -found .that in betweenmclass ability grouping teach- f%

. érs. tended to maintain a slow pace of instruction for low aqhieving _%%

| vclassea, but tended to allocate more time and a more rapid pace of %%é
.1nstruction for low reading groups in hetetogeneous classes. This “g

il

PN -
- o - . :
'f.'!-q.?} é"# M

and other_teaeazchgte.g., Alpert, 1974) sudgests tbat in within<'
class ability grouping, teachers tend to try to equalize the

achievement of all students by assigning .smaller numbers of students

to low groups.

ST et

Another issue relating to students' identification with their
class is the question of how many times students are regrouped each
day. When students are regrouped for reading and/or mathematics,

they still typically spend the rest of their school day in heteroge-




;’;j”*3neou8 homeroom claases. which 'obably remoin as their ptimary

E:ofo:onog~g;oup.nvHoweverl ao the number of regroupings 1nereases. o

,;the situotlon comea to resemble departmentalization. where*otudents* ‘

“V”imove f:om teocher to teocher and have no one group with whioh:to_

€$1dentify.; Unfo:tunately, there 1s no reaearch on achievemént‘out-"

;§'Ticomes of deportmentolization at the elementary level, olthough one o _nj;:
-;?’f 'study of aeventh ‘and eighth qraders by Spivak (1956) found that stu?'“' :ffi_
i_ dents in. aelf-contained classes learned more than natched students | 'fé
g in depa:tmentalized settings., _?g%g
~§: Dep@rtmentalizatio* might reduce Students' attachment to school 'foii
i: by diffusing their attachments to partioular teachers.q Indi:ect n’%ﬁ}
éi | evidence of this is a finding by SIavin and ‘Karveit. (1982) ‘that stu-_ “"fﬁi%
?? dent truancy in an urban school district rose’ £rom about 8% in the . “Ljigg
.§_ _fifth and sixth grades to- 26% 1n the seventh gtade, ‘the time of ._,féf
N@; first exposure to a departmentalxzed (and tracknd) school in which ..—;:5
iééz no one teacher takes: responsibility for any one student. It may be 455:n§
? that the KOOhun (1961) study, in which students were aeporately "éé
Z regrouped for reading, mathematics, and spelling, deprived students _?é
'“?Q of an opportunity to identify with a single-teaché:'ond a heteroge- ;%f
.§ neous class. In this study, heterogenecus control students gained _g%
é; more in achievement than did those who were tegrouped, with low ’%g
:%» achievers suffering most fron regrouping. .§§
‘é The evidence on the importance of having students principally é%
§ identify with a heterogeneous class is more speculative than conclu- _ég
_g sive, but several indirect indications support the following conclu- ¥
; 70~ . \
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itf}'aion: Students ahould be aseigned'to:heterogeneous claeseelfo;‘ae
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have been identified. and because more effeotive grouping methods
exist, use of this etrategy should be - avoided.

-1 (A

One iaaue of oonsiderable importanee in relation to- within—class

- ability. grouping relatee.to a tradeoff hetween providing atudenta |
with inatruotion appropriate to their needa on one hand. and provid-
fing adeguato inatruotional time on the other (aee SIavin. 19a4a>. ;
- When a teacher uaes a within—clase ability grouping plan with three ;ff?.f

groups, this means that studente muat apend at least two~thirds of
their inetructional time working without direct teacher instruction
or supervision. Several studies have found that large amounte of

unsupervised seatwork are detrimental to etudent achievenment (zee

" Brophy and Good, 1986). Transition times between ability groups

further reduce instructional time (Arlin, 1979).

The amount of instructional time lost due to use of within-class
ability grouping depende directly on the'numher of groups in use.
Diviaion of students into large numbera of ability groupe forces the

teacher to spend less time with each group and to assign large
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effect“eiaeifavoring within—olass‘ability gtouping in mﬂthemeticsj“*'=

QBS = +.07). is also the only one to uae fou: (rather than two orl 0

;thnee) ability groups.'

The evidence summatized in Teble 5 clearly indioatee that regard-
:_ieea cf any lossee in inetruetional time\associated with within-
..ﬂEolass grouping. thie etrategy is instxuctionally effective in ele- i

_fmenfety mathematics. Methematics instruction does reguite a certain'f
;ﬁangunt_of time for students to work problems on theix own. 80 follo-; | bt
J'wup time’ (the time during which some studente musL wqu by them- . ",f.“
-ﬁaelves while others are working with the teaoher) may be less of a
‘“gprobiem in mathematics than in other eubjects._ aowever. it etill
_Jeeems apparent that the requirement for latge amounts of followup

time is a drawback in any within-claae grouping arrangement.

The problem of follouup timeumay'be important in explaining'the
i . effectiveness of Joplin plans for reading. The studies of this pro-
: i_gtam do not typically compare the nunbers of ability groups used in

. experimental and control groups, but it is clear that there are
emaller numbers of reading groups in Joplin than in traditional

classes, and that in some cases Joplin Plan classes do .not use read-

ing groups at all. In fact, some authors (e.g., Newpoff, 1967)

%,  clearly describe studies of the Joplin Plan as comparisons of inter-



i Jfgrouping ia diminished or eliminated. The time envings ofaeuch

in part beoauee students in them receive'o greater?amount'of direct

inetruotion from the teacher and supervision during eeatwork than do

etudents in control clasees using the more typical three or more o

.égr.' ’ 'reading groups._

Thie4iine of reesoning.mey juetify uee'of-emellerlnumbers“of
__ability groupe in’ heterogeneous reading claeses.. Unfortunetely

-there ie no direct experimental evidence on the optimum number of
'rending or math groupez the number three ie treated as though it |

.were handed down from Mount Sinai.- -In heterogeneoue olaaeee it may -
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be 1 that emall numbere of ubility groupe do not provide odequate hom—

¥ e

.ogeneity for effeotive inetruction. However. it should be noted
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that two etudiee involving oniy-two ability groups in heterogeneous
mathematics classes found signifioant.benefite.of ability grouping

for student achievement (Slavin and Rarweit, 1985).
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?giouped claee aeeignment, reg:cuping for reading and/or mathematice.

*Joplin and nongraded plane. comprehensive nongraded plane. and with-.

inrclaea ability grouping. The effects of these grouping methods on

- etudent achievement from methodologically adequate etudiee are sum-
marized below: |

Ahilisx.ﬁxeuned.sleaa Aweienmen:. Evidence from fifteen compari-

Qiaona in twelve ‘matched equivalent and one: randomized etudy clearly '%g
'$qfindicatee that aeeigning etudents to eclf-ccnteined classes accord~ _¥%§
e .ing to general achievement or ability does not enhance etudent ' ;%g
;” aqhievement in the elementary school (median ES = ,00), ”fgg
:%f: _'Besxﬂnnins i@: Reading and.ua;hama;iee. Research'ie unclear on Q%g
i the-achievement outcomes of grouping plans in which students remain 'Eg

in heterogener asses most of the day and are regrouped by abil-. g%
5%; ity-within.grade levels for reading and/or mathematics, Thene is -%
;. some evidence that such plans can be instructionally effective if ;

the level and pace of instruction is adapted to the achievemeat

ﬁQ, level of the regrouped class and if students are not regrouped for '§%
i - S %
< more than one or two different subjects. y

Joplin Plap. There is good evidence that regrouping students for

& reading across grade .ines increases reading achievement. The Jop-




lin Plan (Floyd, 1954) and esaentially simnar forms of nongraded
plans (e.g.. m.llzoa et el., 1964) have had relatively conaietem:
poeltive effects on reading achievement (median Es " +.44) ¢ &nd one L
.study (Hart, 1962) found that a similar program could also be effec-—
tive in met_;_hematica. -
comprehensive Nongraded Blans. Evidence from stndies of non-
graded pllane closer to those suggested by Goodlad and .Ander'son
(19635 has been less consistent than for Joplin-like nongraded )
plane, ‘but the preponderanceé of the evidence is still positive
(median ES = +.29). In particular, the best evidence from well-con- |
trolled studies in regular scbools supports the use of comprehensive j:—
nongraded plans. E
yithip-Class Ability Grouping. Research on within-class ability £
grouping is unfortunately limited to mathematics in upper elementary ‘?;i
gchool. However, this research ciearly suppbzts the use of within- | §
class grouping (approximate median ES = ‘+,34), especially if the | %;
uumber of groups is kept small. Achievement effecte of within-class %
ability grouping are slightly larger for low than for high or aver- ,‘;[
— age achlevers. | %
_ In «iéition to conclusions about the effects of parvicular group- %
1 ing strategiee, several general principles of ability grouping were 4%
: proposed on the basis of the experimental evidence. The following ' %
. are advanced as elements of effective ability grouping plans: é,
si ;
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3.

N 1.

Studente ahould remain in heterogenequs claesea at most

Grouping plans nust frequently xeaseess student, placements
and must be flexiible enough to allow for easy reassign-

- ments after initial placement.,

Teachers must ectnally vary their level and pace of

instruction to correspond to students' lev.1s of readiness

and learning rates in regrouped classes.

-5. In within-class ability grouping, numbers of groups should
be kept small to allow for adequate direct instruction from
wae teacher for each group.

\\\

One great danger in reviewing any voluminous literature is that

the review will discourage further work in the area,

as researchers

question the value of one more study. We hope the present review

will have the effect of stimulating rather than inhibiting addi-

tional research on ability grouping in the elementary grades.

i VPO Ty P T S U VOSSP U R SRR
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times. and be regrouped by ability only in eubjecrs (e;g. ,

| reading. mathematics) in which reducing heterogeneity is S
Particulanly imp0rtant.; Students' primary identification =
should be with a heterogeneoue class. izi
Grouping plans must reduce student_heterogeneity in the %f
specific skill being taught (e.g., reading, mathematics). :%5
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There are many fundamental gueatzons yet to be explo:ed. For

:f*f example.fthe“;gsearch on within~c1aas ability_grouping is: mostly

’ testricted to mathematica.

iag g:oups are needed, as are etudies of optimum numbera of withinrf -

s "".\ ..‘l. l.l!}.'..

class g:oups Lor reading and math.

Many studies are needed to-understandwwhyand under,whatncqndi- .
tions various grouping plang produce achievement effects, ' Simple-
appearing changes in grouping are likely to have complex effects,
any of which may contribute to ultimate effects on student achieve-
ment. ¥For exampae. diffaren“ hetween-clasa grouping plans (e.g.,
: ability qrouped qlazs assignment, Joplin Plan) are likely to have

dlffe:eﬁz éf ectaton within-class grouping.

3.“‘4.
: ’“WTJ‘.p 'ﬁ

\ U

Studiea are needgd to understand the effects of various grouping
plans on what actualLy happens in the claas:oom, for example. how
different plans attect thg_tggchex-s pace of instruction and use of
class time and the success rate of students cloée to and far away
from the class' mean aptitude. Component analyses are neéded to
explore the critical featutes of various grouping plans. For.exam~
ple, many fundamentally different practices go under the title “non~
grading.® Wwhich of these account for the positive effects seen in
the studies of this practice? 1Is it'simply use of flexible, homoye~
neous grouping across grade lines (as in the Joplin Plan), or are

other factors involved?

There are two particularly important reasons for further investi-

gation of grouping practices in elementary schools. First, every
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Experimenta1 atudies of the use of: :ead-ﬂf
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: decisi ong h;ul d be

[

_Mbout ability gtouplng at some time. and theao
?made in. light of reliable evldence. Ironically, the g:ouplng p:ac— -

_tice with the leaat-support 1n the :esearoh. ablli:y g:oupedingljsﬁ?u??
5fassignment, is . among the most widely uaed: schools need affective

B alte:natives to this pxactioe. o B ) - ; . Vg;f

Second. 1€ educational':esea:chera'can identify grouping prac-

tices which can accelerate student achievement, this would provide

‘one kind of school reform that would be low in cost, easy to implé-
. ment, and easy to maintain over time. In a tims of increasing

demands on education coupled with dwindling tesoo:cea, research on

easily modified school organizational practices seems particularly
likely to bear fruit. We have much yet to learn in this area, but
this review illustrates that the potential of éfteétlve-g;ouning

S T

practices for meaningful improvements in the achievement of elemgn—d

s
DN
b

b g

B

tary students is great, and is certainly worthy of further study.
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Results generslly favor graded classes
Results clearly favor graded classes

" iTable.4,. continued:..
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i}

indiv, ingt., teem
teaching, learnins .

_ CQIItQEC.

Conpared ‘students in
NG, G schools, con—
trolling for IQ.

started higher in IQ.

Compared students in NG,
G classes in same univ-
ersity ladb school, con-
trolling for pretest and
IQ. Pretest and IQ means
not given, Scores are
grade equivalents adjust-
ed for pretests and IQ.

Compared studants in 1 NG,
3 G schools. No evidence
of initial equality.

ANCOVA conqrolled for IQ.

Compared students in NG, G
schools controlling for IQ.
Students were in grades 4-6,
NG had been uged in grades
1-3. NG started substant-
ially higher in IQ.
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Co., KS
(middie
class)

Lake 180 s ndoaly  Hi+.28

‘Charles, (8 cl) . -,8.." '_:,;,“. Av +.25

LA : - contrd; Sh én: 7. Lo +.69
141 t

math ach.

ML : : :
Wallen & Salt Lake 112 Classes randomly . Math
Vowles, City, UT (4 cl) asgigned to WCAG,
1960 control, for 1 sem.

Then clagses switch-

ed treatments for

second sem.
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between these is reported as the study s effect aize. since all

pre~ and post-test scores or matched on pgetests. all effect sizes
were adjusted for initial st&xting_pointaa
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tentey of any achievement differencea.' In eome cases only grade

“iequivalent differences were given. and these are presented 1n the';
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